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INTRODUCTION 

Treatment 

 Will we ever live in a world where people solve their problems through communication 

and understanding? Will we always resort to war? Will we ever look at one another as human 

beings with individual rights? These were the questions that ran through my head as my family 

and I urgently prepared to flee our home in Lebanon. It was not the first time I had prepared to 

flee. I vividly remember images of my childhood running on the streets barefoot and holding my 

mother’s hand seeking shelter to protect us from the merciless bombs of a fifteen-year civil war. 

We sat in candle-lit rooms with hundreds of other families listening to a radio, our only 

connection to the outside world. What I remember most is crying in the refuge of my mother’s 

lap every time a bomb falls and asking her. “Are we going to die?” 

 During the summer 2006, I went to Lebanon after a three-year absence. My intention 

was to shoot a documentary on homeless children who had been separated from their family by 

the civil war that ravaged the country from 1975 to 1990. On July 12th, 2006, we woke up to the 

sounds of bombs falling in Beirut. We turned on the news to learn that a new war was in the 

process of starting and that the Beirut International Airport was bombed by the Israeli forces. It 

was not very long before I realized that I was trapped inside my own country and had no chance 

of getting out. During this time of constant crisis, I met several families displaced by the 

incessant bombing. They lived in a famous park in the center of Beirut. I befriended them and 

got to know them. Their stories of survival and will to live struck a chord with me. It reminded 

me of myself and my family, and I realized that I could finally express my feelings towards war 

and violence: I can record people’s pain and misery and document it for the world to see. 

Immediately, I began videotaping the effects of war, and this is what led me to change my film 
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topic. I ventured into Southern Lebanon and parts of Beirut where most of the destruction and 

casualties occurred. 

I began production during the month of June 2006 and continued shooting for six weeks 

until the blockade restricting all travel was lifted, then I returned to the United States. In 

December, I returned to Lebanon to capture the aftermath and post-traumatic effects that 

surfaced during those months.  After knowing the topic of my film and the message I want to get 

across with my documentary, I decided to incorporate footage of the massacres that occurred in 

several places in Lebanon during the war and the childhood memories of war. I was able to seek 

footage of massacres from a television station called New TV. The station is based in Beirut and 

is one of the principal television stations in Lebanon that covered the war. As for the childhood 

memories that I also planned on incorporating in my film, I remembered the different drawings 

we used to do during the war when we were kids so I started doing different storyboards of 

things. I remembered and things I felt. The result of these elements put together from footage I 

shot to footage I acquired and animation is a documentary called Born in Beirut. It is a first-hand 

account of the pain and suffering of Lebanese civilians during a time of war. War has 

unfortunately plagued much of their lives for the past twenty years.  

The film starts with another ordinary day, two elderly men playing Backgammon, cars 

passing by, children playing in the street; scenes anyone anywhere in the world can relate to. 

Seemingly without warning, as the sun set on that ordinary day, the audience is taken on a 

perilous journey through war-torn Beirut. Using that drastic contrast of images and sound, I try 

to convey the evil face of war that slowly leads to the effects and the consequences of war on the 

people caught amidst that conflict. The reason I did not develop the narrative to slowly lead to 

war is to convey that feeling of war happening when you don't expect it. That's part of my 
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memories as a child growing up in a war zone. We would be sleeping, everything is calm and 

peaceful, SUDDENLY, a bomb drops and we start running on the streets. It’s the unexpected 

chaos that I am trying to convey. There are lots of unexpected, sudden moments in the 

documentary. 

The first five minutes of the documentary shows a normal life in the suburbs of Beirut. 

Two elderly taxi drivers are playing backgammon while keeping watch for their next customer. 

These scenes were shot during the month of June before the war started and are meant to show 

life in a normal environment.  

The following ten minutes is during the time of the crisis. That part is meant to contrast 

the first part. That part shows all the massacres that happened in several villages in the south and 

in Beirut where people were not able to flee or were hiding in shelters and got killed. The victims 

consisted mostly of children and women who formed the majority of the people killed. Those 

images illustrate the savagery of war and the harshness of people involved in war.  

The last ten minutes shows the people who were able to flee and who not able to find a 

home, took residency in a public park. They no longer lead a normal life; they now live in public 

parks, sleep on lawns and play on the streets. These people had to flee their homes and could not 

find a safe place to stay except for public facilities. Houses were dangerous to live in and shelters 

are not very common. The public park is located in the center of Beirut.  

During the 48-hour cease-fire, people went to check on their homes in an attempt to 

retrieve their belongings. Unfortunately, some discovered that all that’s left of their homes is just 

a couple of books and some torn clothing. The first scene in the second section opens with a man 

asking a woman if this is her house. “Yes” she says, “this is my house and these are my 

children’s books.” 
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The scenes that follow are footage of destruction, torn down buildings, bombed cars and a 

bombed store. I had the chance to interview a girl called Rayya who was helping those families. 

Rayya was shocked at how these people still have the will to live and not give up. Many children 

were filmed during the course of my production. Scenes of devastation will be intercut with 

scenes of people at the beach fishing and trying to find peace watching the sunset. The film ends 

with the sun setting on the horizon. A sigh of relief with the feeling that all is going to be just 

fine now, only to have the bombing start all over again. A subtle reminder that things will never 

change and it's a vicious world we live in. The film's lighthearted note at the beginning is meant 

to contrast the heavy and sometimes disturbing images and sounds of a war zone. By starting and 

ending on a happy ironic note, and putting all the chaos in the middle, one cannot help but be 

disgusted of war and feel the futility and the meaningless of war. 

Goals of the Production 

During an interview that I shot with the famous Lebanese poet Antoine Sebaalani, I asked 

him “Will we ever have peace in this world?” He replied that in order to achieve peace in today’s 

surroundings, every human being must contribute individually to this effort. My effort to achieve 

peace is the creation of my film. I can think of no better way to spread the word.  

Although this documentary was shot in Beirut and the main characters are of Lebanese 

descent, it strives to address issues on a larger scale because human suffering is not only 

happening on one side of the planet, it’s everywhere. Born in Beirut is also purposed to change 

views to put politics aside and think of people as individuals rather than faceless ethnic groups. 

Born in Beirut is designed for audiences interested in culture, politics, and Middle 

Eastern issues. Living in the United States, I realized many Americans have misconceptions 

about the Middle East, a byproduct of biased western media that stereotypes Arabs and Muslims. 
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Although my ultimate goal and the goal of the production is to promote a tolerant perspective of 

often clashing cultures, and to enable social change, I am aware that I will have a challenge 

getting this message across in the film and reaching mainstream audience. The documentary will 

strive to address the issue of war and show that war is never the solution rather it generates more 

hatred and violence that in turn generates more war.   

Feasibility 

The documentary was shot in Lebanon, mostly in Beirut and the South near the Israeli 

border. Taking advantage of the summer and the break that fell between the Fall semester and 

the Spring semester helped me go back and shoot more interviews and observational footage to 

tell the story from the perspective of those who suffered point of view.  I visited many families 

who lost their homes, attempting to illustrate their specific challenges and how they worked to 

overcome them. My fluency in Arabic helped me communicate easily with my subjects. The 

crew consisted of three members. I took the role of the director, the director of photography and 

the editor. A sound recordist and a production assistant helped me during the production. 

Lodging for the crew was a non-issue since they already resided in Lebanon. The camera as well 

as other equipment were provided by the University of North Texas. I contacted several people 

in Lebanon who were interested in sharing their own stories. Some of these were families I 

documented during the war in July.  

Equipment and Schedule 

As a graduate student at the University of North Texas and being in my final year of study, 

part of my thesis project is the accessibility of professional equipment that helped me achieve my 

goal. I utilized all the gear available to me to shoot my documentary and edit it for it to be 

screened. The JVC 5000® camera was my principal camera. When I returned for the month of 
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December to capture more footage, I used the Sony PD-150® camera also provided by the 

University of North Texas. Audio equipment consisted of a sennheiser/microphone boom and 

pole as well as a wireless lavaliere microphone when following a moving subject. All audio 

levels were controlled using a filed mixer. Depending on the location I was shooting in, I chose 

the audio equipment that best fit a particular location. Since different sound equipment offered 

different sound quality, I took one omnidirectional mic and one cardiod mic. Equipment choices 

were based on the quality and the recording environment. 

I did not use any lighting equipment for the sake of convenience and mobility. All 

interviews were shot outdoors using natural light as my main lighting source. To cover shadows 

that natural lighting and the sun can produce, I used bounce cards and white boards to reflect the 

light onto characters’ faces and cover those shadows. During the postproduction stage, I used 

Final Cut Pro™ software to log my footage, capture it into a hard drive and edit. Although we 

have access to several editing softwares at UNT including Avid Xpress HD, Adobe Premiere and 

Final Cut Pro, the sole reason I chose to use Final Cut Pro, a Mac based software, was because 

back in Lebanon I had accessibility to that software from an organization called “A Step Away” 

to be able to capture my footage. I did capture my footage for backup purposes keeping in mind 

that the Mini DV tapes might get ruined under the security magnet at the airport.  

Funding 

The documentary budget between crew, airfare, meals; ranging from preproduction to 

production to post production and final mixing totaled to $44,698.5 The total of the in-kind 

donation, which consisted of school-owned equipment and student labor, amounted to $40,095. 

The remainder of the budget for which I still hope to find funding, totals $4,603.5. I received the 
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competitive Project Completion Grant that Women In Film offers, amounting to $3,500. That left 

approximately $1103.5 to try and find other sources that would cover the remaining total. 

Creative Team 

Tania Khalaf, Producer, Director, Cinematographer, Editor 

After graduating from the Lebanese University of Beirut with a Bachelor of Arts degree 

in Drama (2002), I worked as an editor on feature films and educational broadcasts for several 

Lebanese television stations. As a producer for Rotana TV, an Arabic-language television station 

airing in Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Egypt, I was responsible for 

producing two eight-part educational series and two 56-minute documentaries on music artists. 

Throughout my studies and industry work, I worked as an editor for an educational organization 

and produced 15 educational documentaries on agriculture carried by the American University of 

Beirut for the Ministry of Agriculture. These educational documentaries were broadcast 

nationwide. During my years at UNT, I produced several films documentaries with colleagues 

and classmates. My short documentary, “still, life.” co-produced with Meta Newhouse, won 

the "Best Documentary Short" at the Austin Film Festival in 2005 and was selected as a Next 

Frame International Film Festival Finalist. My documentary “Walking through Tall Grass” was 

screened at the University Film and Video Association in 2006. My documentaries have 

screened at several venues and festivals across the United States, including San Francisco 

Documentary Festival, Santa Fe Film Festival and Deep Ellum Film Festival. 

Reine Abbas, Lead Artist Animator  

Currently an Art Director at AKE-DigiPen-Lebanon working on animations and graphics 

for Video Games, Reine Abbas graduated from the Fine Arts Lebanese Academy (ALBA) with a  

Master of Fine Arts degree in painting. She is well known for her avant-garde paintings and her 
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somber drawings. She is also an Instructor at both USEK (Universite Saint-Esprit Kaslik) and 

ALBA. At USEK, she teaches 3D animation and production and at ALBA she teaches 2D 

animation. She has worked on different animation short movies. Born In Beirut is the first 

documentary she has worked on. 
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PREPRODUCTION 

Subject Matter Research 

Having grown up in Beirut, Lebanon, a country that was ravaged by civil war from 1975 

to 1990, I always wanted to share memories of my childhood. Much of my youth was spent in 

shelters with different families, running from place to place, trying to flee the country in small 

canoes when bombs were falling in the sea. I wanted to either write about growing up in a war or 

try somehow documenting it. My last year at the University of North Texas, I began work on a 

documentary about homeless children who were forced to work on the streets of Beirut to make 

money to bring back to their families. There have been homeless children on the streets of Beirut 

ever since the civil war started in 1975. Those children came from different areas and tried to 

make a living by selling a chewing gum called Chiclets and selling red flowers. I completed all 

my preproduction work during the month of June, met the kids, did my research and was ready 

to start filming when war broke out between Israel and Lebanon. The war brought back 

memories of my childhood, along with the difficult realization that I could not precede with the 

documentary I prepared and planned for. I decided to shift gears and start a documentary on a 

topic I have longed to express my feelings for.  

Funding 

Born in Beirut is a low budget documentary funded primarily through substantial in-kind 

donations of equipment and facilities from the University of North Texas Department of Radio-

Television-Film and labor from past colleagues. I was able to get a competitive completion grant 

from Women In Film Dallas of the amount of $3500. That completion grant was to cover my trip 

back to Lebanon during December 2006 and for the original animation I am including in the 

documentary.  
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Distribution Possibilities and Audience 

I plan on approaching several national and international distributors to advertise my 

documentary and have it available for public viewing. Those distributors include:  

 Arab Film Distribution – Seattle, Washington 

 Moving Images Distribution – Vancouver, British Columbia 

 Women Make Movies – New York, New York 

 New Day Film – Harriman, New York 

 Forward Production – Beirut, Lebanon 

 Ostrow and Company – Los Angeles, California 

I plan on approaching those distributors after the film has screened at a variety of film festivals 

that focus on documentary, human rights themes, and social problems.  

In addition to entering Born In Beirut to several national festivals, I would also like to submit the 

documentary to international festivals such as: 

 Arab Film Festival – San Francisco 

 Ayyam Beirut Al Cinema2iyyah – Beirut, Lebanon 

 Beirut International Documentary Festival - Docudays – Beirut, Lebanon 

 Arabic Film Festival – Richmond, Virginia 

 Arab Film and Documentary Festival – Toronto, Canada 

 Middle East Studies Association – MESA – Toronto, Canada 

 The Seattle Arab and Iranian film festival 

 Festival Internacional de Cine Documental Ciudad de Mexico (DOCSDF) - Mexico City 

 United Nations Association Film Festival (UNAFF) - Stanford, California, USA 

 Arab Film Festival – Rotterdam, Holland 



 11

 Ismailia International Film Festival – Ismailia, Egypt 

 The Charleston Documentary Film Festival (ChasDOC) - Charleston, South Carolina, 

USA 

 Big Sky Documentary Film Festival - Missoula, Montana 

 International Documentary Filmfestival Amsterdam 

 Full Frame Documentary Film Festival - Durham North Carolina 

 Festival International de Film Documentaires "Cinéma du Réel" - France 

 Jihlava International Documentary Film Festival - Jihlava, Czech Republic 

 Festival du Film de Lussas "incertain regard" - France 

 International Leipzig Festival for Documentary and Animated Film - Germany 

 Yamagata International Documentary Festival - Japan 

 International Documentary Festival (DOK.FEST) Munich - Germany 

 Hot Springs Documentary Film Festival - Hot Springs, Arkansas 

 Sheffield International Documentary Festival – UK 

 Biennale des Cinémas Arabes – Paris, France 

 Hot Docs Canadian International Documentary Festival – Toronto, Canada 

 DOCNZ New Zealand International Documentary Film Festival - New Zealand 

 Silver Docs - Silver Spring, Maryland 

 Cine Pobre Film Festival - Baja, Mexico 

 Heartland Film Festival - Indianapolis 

 Encounters Documentary Festival - South Africa 

 Pärnu International Documentary and Anthropology Film Festival - Estonia 

 Punto de Vista Documentary International Film Festival - Spain 
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 Lisbon International Documentary Film Festival - Portugal 

 IIFF Imagine International Film Festival by The International Arts and Film Foundation  

 Barcelona International Women’s Film Festival – Barcelona, Spain 

 It's All True – Brazil 

 Down Under International Film Festival - Australia 

 DocPoint - Helsinki Documentary Film Festival - Finland 

 Vision Du Réel - Switzerland 

 True/False Film Festival - Columbia, Missouri 

Theories and Rationales 

Although every documentary falls under a certain category and a specific genre, some 

documentaries combine different elements and aspects of each category. Documentaries such as 

Checkpoint are classified under the cinéma vérité style for its use of handheld camera, light 

equipment and natural sound. Cinéma vérité is a style of filmmaking that attempts to convey 

candid realism. Filming is usually done with unobtrusive cameras so the subjects of the film 

would forget the presence of the camera and just be themselves. The aim is to show life as it 

really is using the film as the artistic medium.  

My goal with Born In Beirut is showing events in chronological order as they unfold. My 

main objective in doing the documentary about the war in Lebanon is to show the truth void 

from any kind of manipulation and in a style similar to cinéma vérité. Several approaches I have 

learned throughout my three years of studies at the University of North Texas helped me choose 

and develop my own approach.  

In his book “Introduction to Documentary”, Bill Nichols classifies documentaries in six 

categories: the poetic documentary, the expository documentary, the observational documentary, 
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the participatory documentary, the reflexive documentary, and the performative documentary. 

Born in Beirut combines elements from both the observational mode and the poetic mode 

approach. It also includes elements of the reflexive mode throughout the animation scenes.  

Documentary Films 

Several documentary films that dealt with human issues had a very big impact on me. 

The issues these documentaries presented were not all war related. Some issues dealt with 

homelessness, some with diseases and others dealt with social problems. I was influenced by 

some in the way they approached the documentary, the style and the content. The way some of 

these documentary filmmakers handled the story telling, the way they succeeded with their 

documentaries to stir emotions without the use of music and build up this tension. It was also 

crucial for me to watch documentaries that dealt with issues in the Middle East, specifically in 

Palestine, to better understand the origins of the war between the Israelis and Hezbollah that lead 

up to this summer of crisis.  

Checkpoint, a documentary filmed in Palestine by Israeli filmmaker Yoav Shamir who once 

served his army reserve duty as a checkpoint guard, was inspired to make this 80 minute 

documentary to shows us what happens at the various checkpoints that the Israeli government 

operates, which are in place to regulate the travel of Palestinians, purportedly in an effort to 

combat terrorism. The documentary uses no narration, and the soldiers and Palestinians at the 

checkpoints are never identified. This style is very similar to the style I adopted in Born In 

Beirut. It’s all a part of the daily routine.  What stuck with me in this film was the power of the 

footage that simply speaks for itself, without the aid of a central voice or narrator to provide 

perspective. I really admire Shamir’s filmmaking approach because I felt it gave the viewer the 

freedom to make his own decisions. Born In Beirut is very similar to Checkpoint in that the 
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subjects of the film are never identified throughout the piece. They are just regular people 

dealing with a big crisis. Their names, their identities, their professions and their religions do not 

make them  
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PRODUCTION 

Overview 

 Due to the political situation that unfolded in Lebanon in the summer of 2006, I changed 

the focus of my documentary from homeless children to the war that was rapidly unfolding. 

Preproduction was challenging, and most of my preparation happened as events were unfurling. 

It was a time of crisis and people were on an emotional rollercoaster, some close to nervous 

breakdowns and others completely helpless. As a documentary filmmaker, I explained to people 

the purpose of my documentary and my intentions. I said that I would not misrepresent them or 

put their life into more danger than they already faced and that my purpose was to educate 

people who had never been in a war zone. As Rabiger states in his book, part of creating trust is 

calmly explaining the purpose of the film and intentions of the filmmaker to the participant 

(Rabiger, 353). Ultimately, my purpose is to promote peace. By starting and ending the 

documentary on a happy ironic note, and placing the scenes of destruction and massacres in the 

middle, one cannot help but be disgusted of war and feel the futility and the meaningless of war.  

I made some decisions regarding production techniques spontaneously while others 

entailed considerable pre-planning, such as my decision to shoot with a hand-held camera. 

According to Rabiger, the tripod-mounted camera is “studied, composed and controlled,” while 

the handheld camera is “mobile, spontaneous and physically reactive to change.” Those two 

kinds of camera presence contribute very different senses of involvement, imply different 

relationships to the action, and alter the film’s storytelling “voice” (360.) From the beginning, I 

was most inclined to use a hand-held camera because I knew that I would have to move from one 

place to another very quickly to avoid dangerous situations and that carrying and setting up a 

tripod would not be very convenient.  
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Ethical Issues and Challenges 

In almost every documentary, ethical issues and questions arise, especially when a 

documentary deals with a sensitive human condition. While shooting Born in Beirut, some 

people did not want to be observed living in public parks with hundreds of other families. In this 

very uncomfortable and miserable situation, many feared the presence of my camera because it 

resembled a news journalist camera. These people were already humiliated at being forced from 

their houses and comfort zones and wearing the same clothes for more than twenty days. They 

felt they would be poorly portrayed and that this process of capturing their day-to-day lives 

would expose them and demean their basic human rights. I asked myself the two questions 

Calvin Pryluck asks his reader in his brilliant article, “Ultimately, We are All Outsiders”: “Are 

we asking sacrifices on one side for a positive good on the other? What is the boundary between 

society’s right to know and the individual’s right to be free of humiliation, shame, and 

indignity?” (Rosenthal & Corner 199) 

As a documentary filmmaker and Lebanese citizen, I cared about these people and was 

able to sympathize with their misery. After all, I was also a victim of this odious war. My main 

objective and goal was not just to create a compelling film but to win over the faith and trust of 

the participants. My determination, intuition, and will enabled me to become friends with them 

first before becoming the camerawomen who was carrying bulky, intimidating equipment and 

filming everything they said and did. As Rabiger wonderfully states in his book, Directing the 

Documentary, “A documentary is a record of relationships, so success depends on what takes 

place before the camera is ever switched on” (352.) I commiserated with them before turning the 

camera on. I witnessed their pain so that the world would have a record of their testament. In the 

middle of chaos, it is true that a filmmaker and camera, “Will only plumb the depths of 
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someone’s life if the person being filmed senses that the filmmaker and his crew personally 

accept, like and value his subjects” (Rabiger 352.) My subjects trusted me because they knew I 

was responsible for every decision I made and that I anticipated the effects and consequences 

that could arise from exposing them on the big screen. I could not betray my subjects, take 

advantage of their misery, or exploit their story. I had to be truthful to my subjects the same way 

they were truthful and welcoming to me, my camera and my crew. My responsibility was to use 

the striking images that I shot and that I got from New TV to communicate a point of view and 

help the participants regain their dignity and rights. 

However, I do realize that, “With the best intentions in the world, filmmakers can only 

guess how the scenes they use will affect the lives of the people they have photographed; even a 

seemingly innocuous image may have meaning for the people involved that is obscure to the 

filmmaker” (Rosenthal & Corner 197.) In their book, New Challenges of the Documentary, 

Rosenthal and Corner make a valid point by saying that, “Even renditions of cultures and life-

styles we think we know something about are filled with pitfalls for the people involved.” A 

documentary filmmaker carries a big responsibility in avoiding injury to any of the people who 

have offered her their trust. It is indeed a challenge for every documentary filmmaker but it is 

also a great learning experience. The responsibility motivated me to become a better storyteller, 

one who preserves the integrity and dignity of every participant. 

“One can wonder about the dignity, respect, and pride of the people in the films” (p. 199) 

“The use of people for our advantage is an ethically questionable undertaking; in its extreme it is 

exploitation in the literal sense.” The right for privacy is part of the broader right of personality; 

which includes the right to be free of harassment, humiliation, shame, and indignity” (Rosenthal 

& Corner, 200) 
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Subjectivity Versus Objectivity 

In her book Interviews with Documentary Filmmakers, Megan Cunningham asked Albert 

Maysles about the question of objectivity versus subjectivity in his documentaries. Maysles 

responded by saying simply that what bridges the gap between the two is love and respect. “You 

want to be without prejudice, have an open mind, a loving spirit, a talent for gaining access to 

people, maintaining a rapport with them, a confidence that you really belong there based on a 

true feeling of doing the right thing for them, for yourself, for the film – all that allows you to 

express emotions that really get to the heart of another person – and without the cold objectivity 

of a scientific report.” (215.) Maysles went on to conclude the interview by saying that, “With 

the objectivity of a scientist combined with the heart of a lover of humanity, I could be faithful to 

both the emotional side and the factual.” Similarly, Born in Beirut is definitely not an objective 

film per se, as I had a clear reason for my decision to venture across the country and go to 

dangerous places to film people coping with this crisis. Although I did try my best to not be 

overtly subjective, to provide basic information to an independent audience, my perspective is 

implicit in the film. War generates more hatred and violence, which in turn generates more war. 

Seeking solutions by going to war is futile. Although every interview in the film is fueled by 

political statements, it was a challenge to not indulge sectarian or partisan perspectives. More 

importantly, the film deals with the human condition – that of intense and needless human 

suffering in the midst of war. 
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Schedule 

Production Schedule: 

July 2006 – August 2006 

Shoot in Southern Beirut, South of Lebanon including Marjiyoun, Khiam. Shoot in 

Sanayi3 main area where homeless took residence in a big public park called “Jnaynit El 

SAnayi3”. Shoot in the mountains and Northern Beirut. 

September 2006-December 2006 

Transcribe interviews. Edit rough cut of the documentary. 

November 2006 

 Defend the proposal. 

December 2006 – January 2007 

Film Interviews with different people. Film Observational, Establishing shots of Beirut. 

February 2007 – April 2007  

Finish fine cut of the documentary. Mix sound. 

March 2007 

 Defend completed MFA thesis film. 

May 2007 

Submit the documentary to television channels, film festivals and distribution companies 

in the United States and Lebanon. 

Crew and Equipment 

Bringing crew on board was a very challenging task. Most people were not willing to risk 

their lives to shoot a documentary, some were trying to flee. I also felt the pressure and guilt of 

getting people on board for my own project and putting them in dangerous situations for I hold 
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every responsibility if any of my crew got injured or had to face a dangerous situation. A 

colleague of mine who I studied and worked with insisted on being a part of my crew and felt 

like that this incident needed to be recorded. It was a very small crew with myself having the role 

of co-producer, director and cameraperson and my colleague who was a co-producer, audio 

person and production assistant.  

Releases, Copyright and License Agreements 

All of the releases were shot on camera for lack of crew to help me get written releases. I got 

every subject’s approval on camera. Getting location release was a little bit challenging because I 

was mainly filming Hezbollah’s main strongholds in southern Lebanon. It was an issue because 

they were concerned that the footage would end up in Israeli hands and can be used to target 

Hezbollah. I clearly explained to them that I am a student working on a university project and 

had no intentions to misrepresent or use the footage for political purposes. 

Self-Critique 

I do realize that there were risky decisions I had to make on my part to get footage for my 

documentary. At the time of the crisis, I did it because I believed it was for a good cause and I 

still do. This incident was a great learning experience for me as a person, a documentary 

filmmaker and a professional. I exposed myself to dangerous situations, I was held by the police 

and was threatened because in a war zone anybody can be the enemy and can be a suspect. I do 

not regret any of it. I think this experience made me a stronger, more determined filmmaker and 

knew that if I felt that it was a personal call for me to capture something and do something about 

it then I should do it regardless of the consequences. This is what makes me feel different than an 

amateur who can hold a camera the same way I can but does not know the true treasure of that 
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piece of equipment and the importance of every human life it captures. He does not realize that 

filmmaking is more than just a hobby, it is a profession and a skill to be developed. 

My shot decision and my filming improved. I was able to spot the most interesting thing 

happening in the middle of chaos and big crowds. That took quite some time to develop but step-

by-step, I learned through observing and seeing versus just looking. Observation has always been 

one of my skills and one of the learning curves for me and I am still developing it specifically 

now through the camera lens. 

Preproduction, production and postproduction are intertwined. They all feed from each 

other and all have great dependence on each other. If you do not have a good preproduction plan, 

you will have a very challenging production and you will realize that lots of things will not work 

and if you do not have good production, you will suffer during postproduction because although 

it is common to say that editing makes miracles, it cannot bring to life a story if you do not have 

the necessary material and footage to make that story. It is true some stories develop when you 

are sitting and editing your footage but they only do because you have prepared for your 

production and you have a good amount of footage to work with. In every stage, you have to 

have a very clear view of what the next stage requires. Postproduction does not start when you sit 

in front of your computer to beginning editing, it starts during production when you are on 

location filming the event as it unfolds. “Your editing mindset begins way before you sit down to 

edit” (Levin & Watkins 39). A good director and cameraperson think of the editing and the story 

while he is on the set. 

One of the crucial aspects of production as Levin and Watkins state in their book Post, 

The Theory and Technique of Digital and Nonlinear Motion Picture is the shooting for the edit 

technique. “You must begin to organize your edit while still in the production stage. “ (40) This 
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technique comes in very useful to try and make things smoother and easier for me as an editor. I 

definitely adopted that technique while on location. I made sure I had an establishing shot, a 

close up and cutaway to work with during post. This technique gets challenging in documentary 

filmmaking versus narrative when you can easily ask your actors to repeat the same scene more 

than once and use different camera shots and angles. “Most documentary shooters begin by 

shooting actions and interviews with wide-angle shots and then get in closer as they move along. 

Editing documentary footage can be a bit more challenging in terms of incorporating master 

shots and individuals shots, but is made easier with the insertion of cutaways” (Levin & Watkins, 

40). With that in mind, I made sure to have different cutaways and camera shots in every scene 

when the situation allowed that would relate to the scene I am filming and that can support and 

backup what I am trying to convey in that particular scene. At some instance for example when I 

went down to south Beirut, I would get a wide angle shot of ruined buildings, people walking, 

looking at their ruined homes, then I would start getting close ups of interesting stories 

happening for example the lady who lost her whole house and is digging to get what’s left of her 

house which are her son’s favorite books. As I was filming her, I noticed couple of other books 

lied on the floor that she did not pick up yet so I decided to get shot of these that I can use as 

cutaways during the editing process.  

Filming using one eye inside the viewfinder and the other looking around for other events 

happening was so crucial. I truly believe that it is the power of observation and trying to be in 

different places at the same time but still focusing on what you are shooting that makes a good 

documentary filmmaker.  
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POST PRODUCTION 

Overview 

Montage is about construction.  A shot screened by itself has no meaning “neutral” unless 

you put it next to another shot. The two put together will create a meaning. 

Editing is no different than screenwriting, you need to tell a story and most importantly is you 

need to determine the end first, to determine the narrative resolution, the rest of the editing 

should build toward that outcome. During an interview with Geof Bartz, he mentions that the end 

is where the meaning of a film resides. Knowing the end will help guide you along the way. For 

example, in his documentary Salesman, The Maysles brother end on a slow motion shot of Paul 

Brennan looking down, depressed and then fades out. The end concludes that the job of a 

salesman is a very tough road to walk through.  

According to Eisenstein, film editing is a clash of images and ideas. (Dancyger, 18) Just 

as the words of a poem don’t form logical sentences, the visual pattern in Earth doesn’t conform 

to a direct narrative logic. 

Animation 

The idea for the animation came from the fact that being born and raised through a war 

zone, I, as a child perceived the war in a way different than how an adult perceives war. Those 

same images I saw as a child and understood still follows me as an adult. The consequences of 

being raised in a war zone, our drawings all had somber feelings to them. The main elements that 

we used to draw to express our feelings of war and fear were warplanes, radio, television, teddy 

bear, candles, moon…etc. Each of those elements put together made a very clear image to us 

children that there is war. 
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Radio was a very basic element in our day-to-day life. Always fleeing and hiding in 

shelters, we used manivelles radios to know what’s going on outside the circle we are living in. 

Radio represented our only connection to the outside world. 

Television occurred the days we were at home and watching the news, getting terrified of all the 

pictures we see, pictures of children just like us dead. The television represented the scary 

“reality” that we are abounding to live. The television was a symbol of No Escape. 

Candles were always there in bulk. During war there was no electricity and even when there 

were electricity, we would use candles so the enemies would not know that there is people living 

here, we were scared to be discovered although we were just harmless ordinary people. When 

staying at the shelters the only light that we were able to use were candles. All families in that 

shelters brought candles with them. Faces were dark like silhouettes, lots of scary shadows made 

by the candlelights. Candles would burn all night. 

The doll represented relaxation, the “life is beautiful” theme to us children, that 

everything will be all right and that we are like our parents responsible of keeping someone safe. 

The doll has blonde hair and blue eyes to emphasize the western influence on the Middle East. 

Moon was a very repetitive image, it was at midnight when bombing starts and we starts 

running under the moonlight on the streets to seek shelter. 

Warplanes: it was mainly the sound of warplanes that we heard and we imagined the shape of it. 

The sound of a deep generator that keeps approaching and going further away. 

The scene with the man holding a dead girl is one of the most powerful in the film, packing a 

very powerful subliminal message. The animation is very simple but the meaning is shocking 

because everything in the scene freezes and fades to black then the face of the dead girl raises 

and looks at us with her big sad eyes. The scene suggests that we are responsible for her death. 
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Execution of Animation 

We asked several children aged 8 to 12 to draw things and elements that reminds them of 

war and that symbolizes that aspect. We asked them the following question: what do you think of 

when you hear the word war: They start associating the word war with different elements that put 

together creates war in the eyes of a child. 

They drew airplanes, tanks, radio, bombs, dead people, soldiers…. 

Since the animation in the movie was supposed to be a childlike hand drawn animation, we 

wanted to get those shapes from those kids and see what colors they use, what color combination 

they use together to give a real child feel to the animation.  

The hand drawn animation consists of images of war as seen through a child’s eye. All elements 

of war will be used to illustrate and put forward the effects and consequences war can cause on a 

child.  

Sometimes the animation overlap and sometimes it dissolves into a real imagery thus 

giving it the feeling that fiction and reality are intertwined. 

The animation will keep recurring throughout the film to remind the viewer that you are 

watching the movie from a child’s point of view and perspective. Some images repeats from time 

to time to create a déjà vu feeling. The following scenes will be animated. Over the animation, 

there will be a mix of voice over, sounds and music. 

The animation was a big challenge for the animators because it demanded a lot of research and 

studying of children; their feelings about the war from their own points of view, perspectives and 

imaginations. In order to get a very accurate image and get the message across, Reine Abbas, the 

lead artist animator started remembering her own childhood living during the war so she could 

feel it again and be faithful to what she was doing.  
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Colors were wisely chosen, in order to recreate a drawing made by a child we need to be 

truthful to this particular child’s choice of color. What color are mixed together. All these 

elements help get a more coherent, truthful message to the audience. Being loyal to the kid and 

using ever detail he uses makes the scenes more feasible and more acceptable.  
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Storyboards 

                       ANIMATION           STORYBOARD 

Scenes of building that are very similar to the 

shape of buildings in Lebanon all stacked up 

next to each other, different heights and different 

colors. On some buildings laundry is hanging on 

balconies. Everything in the scene is still except 

for the laundry that is moved by the wind. 

 

 

It’s night time, moon half full is displayed in real 

time. The moon stands on the right side on the 

frame. 

A house stands of the left side of the screen. It’s 

a 10 story building or a regular house.   

 

 

 

The building/house transforms into a bed where 

a little girl is sleeping holding a colorful doll. We 

hear sounds of children in the background. The 

moon transforms into a clock ticking. 
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Close up on the doll where we see the little girl’s 

hand holding it. The doll’s eyes are  

wide open.  

 

 

 

 

 

Close Up on the clock ticking. It’s Midnight. The 

sound of a bomb explodes very deep then 

silence. 

 

 

 

 

 

Little feet running down what feels like never 

ending stairs barefoot. A red high heeled shoe 

lies on the stair. 
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Small feet running on a paved road. We see the 

doll dragging on the street along with the feet. 

Fade to Black. 

 

 

 

 

 

A candle is burning in real time on the right 

side of the screen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

People’s shadows start appearing lit by several 

animated candles. The real time candle is still 

burning on the right side of the frame. People 

moving back and forth, lying down, sitting. 

The image looks so blurry as if it is a faded 

memory. 
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An animated radio is playing an Arabic tune. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We see the real picture of the Israeli girl 

writing messages on a bomb. The picture starts 

transforming into animation then everything 

fades to black except for a bomb. 

 

 

 

 

A bomb stands still on the right side of the 

frame. 
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Two triangles pops out from both sides of the 

bomb and the bomb becomes a warplane. It is 

still traveling 

 

 

 

 

 

The same picture we saw earlier of the same 

building/house and the moon. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The warplane crosses the moon, breaks it in 

two. 
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One half of the moon falls on the floor. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The airplane falls on the building/house and 

crashes it. Explosion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An animated picture of a man holding a dead 

girl. 
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The animated picture transforms into a real 

imagery where a real man is holding a real 

dead girl. The man lies the girl on the floor to 

be covered 

 

 

 

 

The girl’s bed is now empty. The clock shows 

no time, no numbers, just an empty circle. 

Nothing is ticking. 

 

 

 

 

 

An animated picture of a television. The 

television is on. It is showing real scenes of 

destruction and massacres, playing both in 

black and white and in color. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

John Lay
Stamp

John Lay
Stamp

John Lay
Stamp



 34

An animated telephone starts ringing. We hear 

voices coming out of the phone intermixed 

with the Arabic tune that we heard earlier. The 

music stops. 

 

 

 

 

The phone is suddenly off the hook. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A girl travels alone in the darkness. 
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A real bench in the middle of the frame stands 

alone. The green bench transforms into an 

animated picture. A girl appears sitting on that 

bench alone.   

 

 

 

 

Close Up of the little girl’s face. She is 

smiling. A tear rolls from her right eye. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Style and Theory 

Born in Beirut will incorporate animation, interviews, observational, and archival 

footage. The drawn animation of a young girl will carry my personal narration which will project 

my childhood experiences into this film. The animation will occur throughout the film to 

introduce new subjects and to initiate new questions. This stylistic choice will prompt viewers to 

see the world through a child’s eyes and spark the realization that their literal and metaphorical 

distance from the Middle East influences their ability to sympathize with "Others." The animated 
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imagery will dissolve into live action images, merging my voice with that of other Lebanese 

citizens and breaking down the barrier between what is artificial and what is real. Dissolves and 

straight cuts are used to transition from the animation to the real images and vice versa. 

Sometimes the real image turns into an animated image. 

 I obtained archival footage from New TV, a Lebanese television station based in 

Beirut, which consists of graphic images of war. It will contribute to the images I obtained on the 

home front. Both formal and informal interviews with families who suffered loss will be used to 

punctuate images of the destruction of a country. These interviews focus on the social structure 

the families set up amongst themselves in order to survive - where they sleep, what they eat, the 

danger they face every night, and what their view of the world is. All interviews are filmed 

outdoors. 

Editing Techniques 

The juxtaposition or montage of shots can be calculated and manipulated in a number of 

different ways to achieve a variety of effects. Several techniques were adopted during the montage 

process; each technique had a very clear definition. One of the very well and commonly used techniques 

is Metric Montage which refers to the length of the shots relative to one another. In Metric Montage 

there is a tendency to shorten the shots in use, which condense the time the viewer can grasp the 

information provided in each shot which in return allows to build up more tension in the scene. 

However, two other type of montage were widely used and had a very common effect. The first, 

rhythmic montage which consists of maintaining continuity from one shot to the other which includes 

matching action and screen direction. While in metric montage, the content was determined by the 

absolute length of the sequence, in rhythmic montage, the action within the frame is given as much 

weight as the actual physical length of each shot.  The rhythm of the montage can therefore conflict with 
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the rhythm of the movement within the frame thus generating tension. That type of montage as 

Dancyger stated is meant to build conflict by putting placing opposing forces in terms of opposite screen 

direction.  

Second, the tonal montage which places a wide importance on the editing decisions that are 

made to establish the emotional character of a scene, which may change in the course of the scene. 

Tonal montage is motivated by the emotional tone of a particular sequence.  In my documentary, the 

death and the massacres of the little children foreshadow and underscore the depth of the tragedy of the 

massacre just like the sequence in the Odessa steps, where the young woman collapses on the steps and 

is followed by the baby carriage  

In Born in Beirut, the editing style and technique reflects an interchange between those three 

montages, the metric, the rhythmic and the tonal. Combined together that style of montage is referred to 

as overtonal montage. I have combined elements of each style to underscore the emotional conflict a 

nation under war goes through in her day-to-day life.  

Self-Critique 

Editing was the most challenging part of the whole process. Dealing with footage that are very 

personal to me, scenes and sounds I went through as a child and I have heard over and over was a very 

challenging task. At times, I would feel as if I just cannot proceed with the editing and looking at those 

images everyday and hearing those sounds. I had to take a long break from everything in order to 

achieve a certain detachment. The next very challenging task was trying to take out the politics of the 

entire film. Every scene stands on its own as being a very political . Trying to be objective but at the 

same have my own personal experience in it was a tough task.  It was an overall great experience trying 

to project my own feelings and emotions to this piece.  
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BUDGET  ITEMIZATION 

 

 

 

 Amount Units Rate Sub-Total Total Request
ABOVE-THE-LINE       
PRODUCER’S UNIT       
       Consultant 1 flat 750 750 750 in-kind
        Producer 1 flat 1500 1500 1500 in-kind
       
       
DIRECTION       
        Director / Camera 1 15 days 200/day 3000 3000 in-kind

  
  

TOTAL ABOVE-THE -LINE  5250 in-kind
  
  

BELOW-THE-LINE  
PRODUCTION STAFF  
        Production Assistant 1 15 days 50/day 750 750 in-kind
  
ELECTRICAL  
        Equipment  

Chimera Light Kit 1 15 days 35/day 525 525 in-kind
Lowell Light Kit 1 15 days 35/day 525 525 in-kind

CAMERA  
       Director of photography  

(see Direction above) 1 15 days 200/day 3000 3000 in-kind
  

       Equipment  
              JVC 5000 1 15 days 100/day 1500 1500 in-kind
SOUND  
       Sound Assistant 1 15 days 50/day 750 750 in-kind
       Equipment  
             Wireless Mics 1 15 days 30/day 450 450 in-kind

      Shotgun Mic/Boom/XLRs 1 15 days 30/day 450 450 in-kind
     Tripod w/Fluid Head 1 15 days 30/day 450 450 in-kind

BELOW-THE-LINE continued on next page 
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 Amount Units Rate Sub-Total Total Request
BELOW-THE-LINE, continued       
TRAVEL AND TRANSPORTATION       
       Airfare 1 flat 1400 1400 1400 1400
        Meals          2 crew only, 6 meals x 20 days 120meals 5/meal 600 600 600
        Gas       
       
STOCK-PRODUCTION       
        Mini DV Stock 60 3 180 180 180

  
EDITORIAL  

Final Cut Pro Editor 1 12 weeks 1500 18000 18000 in-kind
Videotape Dubs 60 3 180 180 180
DVD Screening Copies 20 3 60 60 60

  
ANIMATION  
        Animator / Graphic Designer 1 flat 1000 1000 1000 in-kind
          
MUSIC AND SOUND FX  
       Composer 1 flat 1000 1000 1000 in-kind

  Stock Sound FX and Music 10 55 550 550 in-kind
  

POST PRODUCTION SOUND  
       Sound Editor 1 1 days 300 300 300 in-kind

  
INSURANCE  
       Production Package 1 flat 1950 1950 1950 in-kind
Includes crew & equipment liability  
  
GENERAL & ADMINISTRATIVE 
EXPENSES 

 

       Marketing Materials(Postcards) 2000 Flat 165 165 165 165
       Marketing Materials(PressKits) 40 Flat 300 300 300 300
       Festival Fees 20 35 700 700 700
       DVD Cases and Covers 100 5.50 550 550 550
       Postage/Shipping                   20 packages 2.50 50 50 50
  
TOTAL BELOW-THE-LINE  35385 4185
  
 TOTAL ABOVE-THE-LINE 5250 in-kind
 SUB-TOTAL 40635 4185
 CONTINGENCY (10%) 4063.5 418.5
 GRAND TOTAL 44698.5 4603.5
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