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Filmmaker and journalist Sabah 
Haider talks to Natalie Shooter 
about her new short film, 
‘Beirut, My Heart’, a personal 
love letter to Beirut.

Can you tell us a bit about the 
film?
I first wrote the poem that the 
film is based on last year. My 
realisation was that this was 
a very personal expression of 
something. I decided to turn this 
poem into a script. I wanted to see 
who would be interested in the role 
and I was overwhelmed. This city 
is filled with actresses who want 
to act. I’ve no regrets that from the 
moment I met Cynthia she was the 
perfect person to play this role.

With a title like ‘Beirut, My 
Heart’, is it a sort of dedication 
to Beirut since you moved here?
I think that’s part of it, but 
‘Beirut my Heart’ means a 
multiplicity of things to me. 
It means how Beirut took my 
heart, it means how much I put 
my heart into Beirut. It’s like 
when you fall in love for the first 
time when you’re 15 years old.

Carmen Leboss has a cameo in 
the film. How did she come to 
be involved?
I’ve always fantasized about 
working with her. I was thinking 
she’d react the way these 
Hollywood divas would, but to the 
contrary. She said email me your 
script, if I like your script I’ll do it. 
I sent her the script and then two 
weeks later I got a phone call from 
Carmen and she said, ‘I’ll do it.’ It 
was exciting to direct someone as 
experienced as her.

You’ve featured a few local 
artists in your film from the 
calligrapher to the poet and 
soundtrack composer. Do 
you think this adds a certain 
authenticity to the film?
Yeah, absolutely. I wanted to 
make a film in which all artists 
were represented equally 
in their medium. I wrote the 
poem in English and I wanted 
to make a film in Arabic. I 
was recommended Saseen 
Kawzally, who is a very talented 
local poet. I asked around 
and was put in touch with this 
incredible calligrapher Ayman 
Jaber. We met him in this café in 
Dahiya. I gave him a sketchbook 
and a pen, and within 20 
minutes he’d given me all these 
samples of calligraphy. To see 
all these people come out of the 
woodwork to blindly support this 
project because they believed in 
it is just unbelievable.

When will the film be screened?
I’m very thrilled and honoured 
because the Beirut International 
Film Festival only accept 11 
films in the Middle Eastern 
program. I’m also very excited, 
as is everybody that worked on 
this film, because if any film 
should be premiering in Beirut 
it’s ‘Beirut Qalbi’. We’re excited 
to be able to share this with our 
community here before it goes 
anywhere else.

‘Beirut, My Heart’ at BIFF
(01 202411, 70 141843)
Empire Theatre, Sodeco
(01 616707)
Wed 5-Thur 13
www.beirutmyheart.com
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The worries about this adaptation 
of David Nicholls’ much-loved 
2009 novel were obvious. Could 
Anne Hathaway pull off the 
character of a Northern lass? 
Would the film’s makers resist 

the temptation to tip the cloying 
story into full-on romantic sap? 
And how could one film do justice 
to 23 eventful years? Inevitably, 
the story feels filleted, although 
it gains substance later on. The 
film might make the book look 
less astute and interesting than 
it is, but it still has an undeniable 
emotional wallop by its close.
Dave Calhoun

This thriller is the most plausible 
epidemic movie ever made. 
Catering to germaphobes, 
Soderbergh is far more OCD, 
drawing out mounting horror as 
experts engage in such futile-
seeming activities as taking 
case histories and pouring over 
security tapes to determine 
points of transmission.

It’s also essential that this is 
an ensemble film, chronicling a 
problem larger than any one set 
of protagonists.The epidemic 
is monitored by overlapping 
agencies suspicious of each 

other. The public listens to 
contradictory information. 
Individual intentions mutate, 
spreading just as the virus does.
Contagion shows how we’re 
all connected—and how, in an 
emergency, the way we interact 
with each other can be our 
greatest strength or our biggest 
weakness.
Ben Kenigsberg
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Dir. Steven Soderbergh   
106mins. USA, UAE. Grand 
Cinemas and Empire Theatres




