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PUBLIC CALLS FOR HER DEATH ARE JUST PART OF THE JOB
FOR LEBANESE FILM DIRECTOR JOCELYN SAAB. BY CYNTHIA

KARENA.

IN 2005, Jocelyne Saab wrote,
directed and produced Dunia: Kiss
Me Not on the Eyes (2005), which

caused controversy in the Muslim
world, primarily because it explores
the impact female circumcision has
on a woman's sexuality and sensual-
ity. The film led to an article in the
Egyptian press calling for her to be
put to death for tarnishing Egypt's
reputation.

Saab, 59, is no stranger to danger.
She was born and raised in Beirut,
in the city's so-called golden age in
the 1950s. When civil war broke out.
Saab became a war correspond-
ent, braving the violent conflicts that
come with the job. She also lost eve-
rything in Beirut: her house was burnt
down and then she was kidnapped in
the street.

It was a dangerous day. I was not far
from my burnt house on the top of
the hill, the street that leads to it near
a checkpoint. Then arrived two cars
full of young shiaa fighters [who were}
very excited. They decided I was the
one to be kidnapped.

I was saved because I went on shout-
ing 'I know the Imam Sadr', who
was their chief in Lebanon before he
disappeared in a plane, kidnapped by
the Libyans.

And a young fighter remembered that
he had seen me filming him in '75 in
the Bekaa Valley of Lebanon. [It was]
destiny -1 was not going to die this
day.

She moved to Paris, studied eco-
nomics, and continued to cover
conflicts in the Middle East. 'Paris
has peace', Saab notes, 'I'm accus-
tomed to Paris.'

Dr Magda Wassef. director of the
film department at the Institute of
the Arab World in Paris and author
of Egypt: One Hundred Years of
Cinema, writes of Saab:

Affiliations with the Palestinian cause
and with all victims of the civil war
in Lebanon are a common note
throughout alt her films. The physical
risks she has undertaken to report on
the war make her one of the first Arab
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women to do this job and to bear witness
through image around the world to the
horrors of war.

Saab's films are influenced by western
journalism and documentary film, but their
sustained rhythm, efficient images and
economy of means give her documentary
work a special cachet. Why? Because
Saab's fiims contain a gaze from the inside
and an understanding often lacking in
westem journalism and documentaries. ̂

As Saab herself says:

When I make a film, it's a social code of
the East, the way we live and think. With
westerners there is a gap of culture. Eve-
rywhere religion is a mess, the problem
is the cliches about the other. East and
West, there is a big gap.

In the (War) Zone

Saab has made around twenty documen-
taries in Lebanon. Egypt, Iran. Kurdistan
and Vietnam. Her work has screened on
French and European channels, NBC in
the United States and NHK in Japan.

When I was young I always waited to see
behind the window and see what's going
on. to tell a story. I wanted to tell stories
of the peopie. I wanted to tell a love story,
but there was always war, so I went on to
shooting news and became a reporter I
got fed up with it and wanted to tell tove
stories, but it was not possible, there was
no place to talk about it, there were emer-
gencies all the time.

Her avi'ard-winning documentaries cover
topics from the plight of children in war
to French mercenaries, and include titles
such as: Paiestinian Women (1974);
Lebanon in Turmoil (1975), which won the
Arab Critics' Prize of the year; Portrait of
a French fvJercenary (1975); The Children
of War {^ 976), which won the Catholic
Jury prize at Oberhausen; The Sahara is
not for Sale {1978); and Beinjt, my City
(1982), which won the Golden Spike at
the Valladolid International Film Festival
in Spain, and the first Documentary Prize
at Oberhausen in Germany.

Saab is always striving for perfection in
her films. 'I find my first films naTve,' she
says. 'I've learnt more and I've got more
original. I have an obsessiveness that
comes back ...'

Saab's documentaries not only delve into
the problems of a war-ravaged Middle
East, but also highlight topics close to
her heart. She understands how much
pain her home country is in, because
she lived there during the good times. Dr
Wassef explains:

The essence ofjocelyne Saab's docu-
mentary work was formed by the con-
flicts in the Middle East, especially the
Lebanese War She belongs to the new
generation of Lebanese filmmakers who
made their debut in the early 1970s in a
politically troubled environment... [they
draw] the subjects of their documentary
and fiction films from these bloody con-
flicts which turned their existence upside
down and led nearly alt of them to leave
their country and emigrate to France. ̂

But there is more to being a success-
ful filmmaker than finding a great story.
Being a director means having a vision.
Directing is like being the conductor of an
orchestra, says Saab.

You have to know how to deal with all the
crew. You are the one that knows how
to get the best performances. And [you
have to] be very strong, sometimes even
a dictator.

I choose my crew. I think they love me
and they tmst me. They are like one part
of the hand. The shooting is the one nice
part of it. When they trust you. it goes
well. There's something very graceful
about shooting. When I'm shooting, I'm in
a period of grace and ecstasy. The shoot-
ing days are the best ones. If you have a
good film you can feel it...

Dunia: Kiss Me Not on the
Eyes

Saab lives between Paris and Cairo, where
she made Dunia: Kiss Me Not on the Eyes.
The film looks at female sexuality through
the life of Dunia. a young Egyptian woman
who has been circumcised. Mentored by
the ardent public intellectual Dr Beshir,
Dunia explores poetry, music and belly
dancing in an effort to restore her sen-
suality. The film screened at last year's
Sundance Film Festival, and Saab's script
was awarded the special jury phze for best
screenplay at the annual screenplay com-
petition organised by the French National
Cinema Centre.

Saab got the idea for the film from a
study on youth sexuality in Egypt that she
conducted. Her intention was to use the
results to make a three-hour documentary.
But as she continued her research, the
findings became more distressing, to the
point where the person doing the typ-
ing had to stop. Saab soon realized that,
because of Egyptian cultural and moral
standards, it would be impossible to get
any of the young people she had inter-
viewed in front of a camera.

She left the project for a while and
made another documentary. The Lady
of Saigon (1997), which prompted her to
recall a quote from a fourteenth century
Arab poet: 'Pleasure is a small death."
She started reading old Arab texts that
praised freedom and love as a way of
life, 'a cultural heritage that we seem to
have forgotten'. She decided to make a
fiction film on the subject, and started
fresh research into female circumcision
and its effects on a woman's sex life and
psychology.

The film caused a storm at the Cairo Inter-
national Film Festival, particularly because
it includes a scene of a girl being circum-
cised. According to the United Nations
Development Programme and Amnesty
International, ninety-seven per cent of
women are circumcised in Egypt today.
despite a 1997 ban on the practice. Saab
was also accused of defaming Egypt's im-
age abroad by shooting scenes in Cairo's
slums. But. she notes, the film is also a
love story.

A love story is light, but there are still all
the taboos ... [It] provokes people. Kiss
me not inspired a fatwa in the newspa-
pers in Egypt, [which urged] everyone
who sees me to kill me. But if you stop
once, you stop forever You have to go
on. It's a hard world.

Even making the film was problematic.
Getting permission to shoot on location
in Cairo was difficult, as Egyptian censors
deemed the script pornographic. Saab
eventually appealed the ban successfully.

In 2003. the global news agency AFP
spoke to the director of artistic censor-
ship. Madkour Thabet. who confirmed,
'the censors who read the script unani-
mously rejected it. because it harms
traditions and seeks to show that there is
no hope for reform in Egypt".
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When the controversy first surfaced, the
film's Arab backers walked out with the
money earmarked for post-production, it
was oniy finislied with the heip of many
peopie who beiieved in the project.

Finding actors for such a controversiai
film had its own problems: they were
understandabiy concerned about their
reputations and their safety. Neverthe-
less, Saab managed to secure a cast
that includes A-list Egyptian talent, such
as singing superstar Mohammad Mounir
and Hanan Turk.

After all the struggles, Saab was elated
when the film was seiected for the Sun-
dance Film Festival. But. she acknowl-
edges, making a fiim is never easy in the
Middle East, particularly for a woman.

£When 1 was young I always wanted to see behind the
window and see what's going on, to tell a story. I wanted
to tell stories of the people. I wanted to tell a love story,

but there was always war.

Making a film is such a iong hard proc-
ess. Each f/me you start from zero ... The
situation in the Middle East is not good; it
doesn't value the [film] culture enough.

It's difficult for a woman to make films-
It's very tiring. The problems are always
so big. Everybody tries to blame you.

An Eclectic Life

In 1985 Saab directed her first feature
film, A Suspended Life (1984), which was
the first film shot in post-war Lebanon. It
was selected for the Directors' Fortnight
at the Cannes International Film Festival.

tion of their city, look at films as a way of
finding its past. It's a wonderful way of
showcasing Beirut through the ienses of
Arab and French filmmakers.

At the beginning of the 1990s, Saab
initiated and led a project to rebuild the
Lebanese fiim archive in Beirut, 'Beirut.
a Thousand and One Images', as well as
continuing fo make documentaries. The
Lady from Saigon was awarded fhe Best
French documentary award by the French
Audiovisual Committee In 1997. In 2003
she made Paris In Love, a collection of ten
short fiims in collaboration with Francis
Lacloche and Films Inedits.

preparing Missing in Words, a video
installation about war for the National
Museum of Singapore, and is writing a
musical feature. She concludes:

All over the world for the past twenty
years there have been serious problems,
and I felt like I wanted lightness, but even
then important issues come out. I've seen
enough (Laughs).

Cynthia Karena is a Mdboume-based
freelance writer and researcher. •

Endnotes
' Magda Wassef, in Documentary Box

{December 2000). a journal devoted
to covering recent trends in docu-
mentaries.

^ ibid.

Set in Beirut ten years into fhe civil
conflict, the film examines fhe ways
war brings peopie together as well as
fearing fhem apart. An unlikely bond
forms between fwo people in the midst
of violence, a child finds relief from the
chaos around her in Egyptian movies
on television, and an artist remains in
his apartment in war-torn West Beirut,
confident that he is safe in his familiar
neighbourhood.

Saab's next feature film, Once Upon a
Time in Beirut (1994), was made ten years
later. Two girls, distraught at the destruc-

Saab has eclectic artistic tastes. She
started her career hosting a pop music
program on Lebanese radio, she reads
ancient Arab texts and loves world film.
*l love Italian cinema very much. I like
the romantic Hong Kong style: I like the
sensuality in the films. It gives a smell to
fhe films.'

In 2005, returning to her musical roots,
she directed fwenty-six music videos
with stars from the Arab music scene.
She also made Broken Bridges (2006) a
short fiim on the 2006 Israeli bombing
campaign in Lebanon. Saab is currently
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