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SYNOPSIS
Soraya is a public official struggling to enforce the law in Afghanistan today.
When she decides to save a young woman accused of adultery from the justice
of a clan, things spiral for the worse to the point that she's arrested and put on
death row. Asking for justice, she writes to the president, the last person who
can save her. But will he listen to her plea?

Shot entirely in Afghanistan despite constant security threats, the film tells an
important story of society there today, when the country is known to the
outside world for violence and war. With a female lead, directed by a woman,
and completely self-financed, it is an extraordinary example for Afghan
independent cinema at the early stages of its development. This is the first
film directed by a woman in Afghanistan since the fall of the Taliban. It will
represent Afghanistan at the Oscars in 2018.

INTERVIEW WITH ROYA SADAT
Today, people don't shoot films in Afghanistan, because it is dangerous
for the crew. Why did you decide to shoot the entire film there?
Of course it is dangerous to make films in Afghanistan, but I wanted to make
this to say that it’s not impossible. I tried my best while making the film to act
as if we were in a safe country to not be limited by the security risks. But
sometimes this was not a good idea. One village we selected for a location
was very dangerous, especially at night. While we were working there, the
villagers told us we had to call for security guards once it got dark because it
was unsafe. We were constantly changing locations for security reasons, and
we would often have to leave by different routes because of violence in the
surrounding area. Foreign crew members were not willing to come and
participate to the shooting, as last year during a certain period we had a lot of
demonstrations, violence, and suicide attacks. In Kabul, there are times when
there are two or three suicide attacks in one month, but also other times when
it is peaceful. So it is very hard to predict. The story of making the film is maybe
harder than the story in the film.

I made this film in a very hard situation because I want to explain that here,
there are a lot of things that people really need to say. Just because there are
security risks doesn’t mean that we should be silent and not tell our stories. I
believe in cinema, and I think the world sees only the sad news of Afghanistan:
war, fighting, and the Taliban. This is an unfortunate reality of the country. But
life is going on, and people must have hope and try to change the situation. I
really believe in the culture of my people, and we must stand up.
How difficult was it to produce your film in Afghanistan?
I had met or worked with most of the crew and people working on the film
before on TV dramas and shorts films. I have been working in film for many
years, and I made my first short THREE DOTS in 2003. From then on, I got into
the film industry and started to get more experience. My sister, Alka, and I
founded our own film production company Roya Film House, and I always
hoped of making a feature. We spent a long time proposing the project to
international producers, who all in the end apologized, saying they could not
help because of the dangerous situation in Afghanistan.
So last year, Aziz, my husband (who is the scriptwriter and production
manager), and I finally decided we had to make the film as it had already been
many years that we had been trying. Tolo TV, a big TV station part of
Afghanistan’s MOBY group, which I had worked with in the past, supported us
with some security guards and assistants, and we also had crew members
from Roya Film House. The main actors were very generous. They worked
without a salary and agreed to be paid afterwards if the film was distributed.
With a very small budget and team, it was very difficult. As the director, I was
also doing many other jobs, like designing the sets and costumes, and almost
everyone was doing three jobs at once. We all came together and were really
trying our best on the team.

The biggest problem here of course is security. After that, it is the lack of
financing for films. Understandably, there is no government support for cinema,
because they are too busy with the political and safety concerns of the country
to think about culture. But I think culture is an important way to improve people
and their lives.
How did you finance the film?
After looking for co-producers outside Afghanistan for so long, and not being
able to have any co-producers due to the danger of shooting here, we decided
to make it ourselves. So we completely self-financed the film with Roya Film
House. Aziz and I used our savings, sold our car, and got a mortgage on our
apartment. We sold anything we could to make this film.

What does it mean to be a woman director in Afghanistan?
There are many women journalists and reporters who work in TV, but it is
different when you make films and are leading a team. For the shooting, I used
a local crew, and at the beginning it was always strange for people to see a
woman in charge of the team. When I was shooting my first short, we were in
a village. The village chief came to us one evening and asked everyone on the
crew (who were all men) why they were listening to me and following my
instructions. He told them this was shameful. At first, this was a very bad
experience. But later, after watching us work, this man came to me and said
that if he had a daughter or sister like me, he would allow her to go to school.
He brought other people from the village to see us work and invited us to his
house. So in the end, this was a really good experience.
People here don’t believe in women, but when they see for themselves a
woman taking charge and working hard, this can change their minds. It’s just
new for them, and I’ve had a lot of experiences like this one. I love my job and

I am very serious about my work. I don’t have trouble working with different
types of people with different views. I want to say that I have good memories
from my experiences with people here, and I think they want to change. So it’s
really important for them to see women work.

Is the character of Soraya fictional, or based on any real experiences or
people?
The story of Soraya is fictional, but I first studied law and politics before
working in film, so I know about stories like hers. During my studies, I learned
a lot about women in jail and read many cases of young female prisoners. So
this helped in creating the character.

How did you meet and work with the lead actress, Leena Alam?
Leena is a famous actress in Afghanistan for her work in big-name TV dramas
and short films. She is very intelligent and hardworking. I met her some years
ago while shooting a short video she acted in, and we became close.
Before shooting, I worked with the actors to try to get them to enter their roles
on a psychological level and to help them find themselves in the story. For
some days we had an acting coach, and we worked all together on the
performances and developing the characters.

Do you have any projects coming up?
I have a couple of projects I am developing. One is called GOLNAR &
MIRROR, and the second is called WARM BREAD AND THE NIPPLE
CIRCLE. GOLNAR is a love story of both Afghanistan and India, which
connects the past to the modern day. It is adapted from a story by one of the
great, old Afghan writers. As I want to say with my films that we come from a
country with thousands of years of civilization and culture. We want to tell
stories of our lives, people, and relationships, because life still goes on here.

What is the situation of cinema in Afghanistan today?
As you know, during the Taliban rule, all entertainment and films were banned.
Since the fall of the Taliban, there have been more and more Afghan
commercial films and TV productions, but very few independent films (the most
famous being Sidiq Barmak’s Osama, 2003, and Atiq Rahimi’s The Patience
Stone, 2012). The feature film industry is very limited here, and as I said, there
is no support for cinema in Afghanistan. The movies that screen in cinemas
are mostly Pakistani films and some commercial Afghan films, but they are all
either about fighting or dancing. Because of security issues, only men can go
to the cinema, and it is mostly something that young men do, who come into
the cities for shopping. There is no film shown for art or culture, only for
business. Still there are many films that are not allowed to be screened, and
since it is dangerous for directors to live here, many are abroad.
I am having meetings with the cultural ministry to try to have this film screened
in two cinemas in Afghanistan, and to have it open for families to come and
see. If it happens, this may be the first time since the fall of the Taliban.

DIRECTOR’S BIOGRAPHY
Roya Sadat is an award-winning female Afghan director and director who
successfully brought important, touching stories to international festivals after
the fall of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan. She graduated from the University
of Herat, Law and Politics. In 2006, she was awarded a scholarship to study
at the Asian Film Academy in South Korea.
At the age of 20, she directed her first short THREE DOTS, which won
international awards and which she
wrote during the Taliban rule. In 2003,
she founded the first female Afghan
film company ROYA FILM HOUSE
together with her sister Alka Sadat.
Roya Film House has won more than
40 national and international awards,
particularly for Alka’s shorts and
documentary films. In addition, she
founded
the
first
International
Women's Film Festival in Afghanistan
and a Book & Film Club to encourage
people, especially women, to read
more and improve their knowledge.
Since 2004, she has been invited to more than 60 international film festivals.
She is also active in TV production in Afghanistan. From 2007-2008, she
directed 50 episodes of the first Afghan TV series "The Secrets of This House"
and later three seasons of the most famous Afghan TV drama "Beahesht
Khamosh," which in 2013 won the Rumi Award for Best TV Drama and Writing.
In 2017 she directed her first feature film A LETTER TO THE PRESIDENT, which
premiered at Locarno Film Festival.
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ROYA FILM HOUSE
Roya Film House is an independent development-oriented Afghan film
company. It was founded in 2003 to share compelling Afghan stories with the
rest of the world. After the fall of the Taliban regime, Roya Film House was
founded by two sisters, Roya and Alka Sadat. It is the first film company led
by women in Afghanistan.

