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CASE STUDY: Captain Abu Raed (2008)

The Film: Feature

Director: Amin Matalga

Writer: Amin Matalga

Producer: David Pritchard and Aida Matalqa

Line Producer: Karima Ladjimi

Budget: US $2 million

Financing: Private investors

Production: Paper & Pens (founded specifically to finance and produce the film)
Shooting Format: Arri 20D (now Alexa)

Screening Format: DCP

World Premiere: Dubai and Sundance

Distribution: A-Film Distribution & Neo Classics Films

THE FILMMAKER

Amin Matalga was born in Jordan and raised in Ohio. After graduating from the
American Film Institute with an MFA in directing, he made his first feature film, Captain
Abu Raed, which won the Audience Award at Sundance in 2008, and became Jordan’s
first Oscar entry for Best Foreign Film. His other films include Disney’s The United, a
romantic comedy, Strangely in Love (2014), an action adventure, The Rendezvous
(2016), starring Stana Katic (ABC’s Castle), and the animated film, Hump (2017), which
he co-wrote and Pixar veteran Rob Gibbs directed. Amin is also an alumnus of the ABC
TV Directors program and is developing his own TV show, Men in Steel. In 2018 he
directed, Jinn, a new Arabic-language series for Netflix. Matalga lives in Los Angeles.

OFFICIAL SYNOPSIS

When Abu Raed, an old, airport janitor at the Queen Alia International Airport in Amman
finds a Royal Jordanian captain's hat in the trash, the neighborhood children mistake
him for an airline pilot and beg him to tell them stories of his adventures. Abu Raed gets
pulled into the lives of the children as he weaves imaginary stories of his adventures
and gives them hope in the face of their harsh reality.

DEVELOPMENT
Matalga made more than 20 short films before he made his first feature film. When he
was a student at the American Film Institute (AFI), one of the top film schools in the




United States, he met producer David Pritched, who suggested he make a film set in
Jordan but with a story that has universal appeal.

Matalga’s grandfather, who had just passed away, was the inspiration for the film. His
grandfather was a humble man despite all of his achievements so he decided to make a
story about a man like him. He was also inspired by his father and brother, who were
both pilots. As a result, he centered his story on a humble man and a nearby airport.
Matalga always loved Charlie Chaplin movies, and they were an inspiration for the film
in terms of sentimentality. He also watched two of his favorited films, Cinema Paradiso
(1998) and Il Postino (1994) for motivation. These films that centered around a
romanticized relationship between an elderly and a youth helped him come up with the
nucleus for his film. The character of Abu Raed, the old man who tells made-up stories
to the poor kids of his neighborhood began to crystalize. He spent the summer of 2005
writing the first draft of the film.

Matalga said that the initial draft was very syrupy so he wanted to add a bit of
seriousness to the film. He decided to address the universal issue of child abuse in his
story. The first half of his feature was very romantic and very optimistic, but halfway
through, there was a hard switch from the point of view of Abu Raed to that of the
antagonist, Murad, and the story became darker as the child abuse in the story was
revealed.

The first draft was titled “Under the Tree, Over the Ocean.” It was inspired by the fact
that Abu Raed sits in the film under an olive tree to tell kids about his adventures. While
the title reflected the nostalgia in the film, Matalga felt it was too poetic. As the film
became darker after more than 30 drafts, the title was changed to Captain Abu Raed.

At one point during rewriting, he shared the script with Samer Mouasher of the Royal
Film Commission, who asked him to rewrite the whole script from scratch. At first, he
was offended because he put so much heart in it, but he followed the advice. He
rewrote the whole script from scratch. The two years it took to complete the script
helped him make a better film because he was able to strip away things that were
unnecessary.

In the summer of 2006 after two years of rewriting, he went to Amman to find his cast
and locations. He scouted for locations with the location manager, Fawaz Zoubi. Going
around the city made him realize that Amman was also a character in the film. The
Royal Film Commission was very helpful with logistics and shooting permits. Most of the
film was shot in Amman, but some scenes were shot in Salt due to its preserved old
architecture. His mother had suggested Salt because there was a church on a quaint
street there she loved to visit. The minute he saw the neighborhood, he found it very
cinematic.



He didn’t use a casting director. He cast 12 children, ten boys and two girls, from
different refugee camps. Most of the child actors were fatherless and poor. Matalga
wanted to empower them. The set often felt like a day care. Odai Qedese was 13 at the
time when he played the role of Tarek. Matalqa encouraged him to learn English and to
look beyond Amman. Qedese went on to work in Turkey and Denmark, and did hip-hop
and then received a full scholarship to the Lebanese American University (LAU), where
he majored in Television and Film Audiovisual Production.

Nadim Sawalha, the lead actor, is a Jordanian who has been living in London for fifty
years. He has always played supporting roles, like in The Wind & The Lion (1975) and
The Spy Who Loved Me (1977). When he was 16 years old, Matalga met Sawalha on
the set of Pink Panther (1993) thanks to his father who was the pilot on the flight that
actor Roberto Benigni and director Blake Edwards were on. He told them that his son
loved movies, and so they invited young Matalga to visit the set. Matalqa remembers
how Sawalha was generous and warm. He never forgot his kindness. Although he never
saw him again, he contacted him 13 years later and told him about the film. After
reading the script, Sawalha accepted the role of Abu Raed.

PRE-PRODUCTION & PRODUCTION

His mother wanted to help him make the film. He wouldn’t have made the movie without
her. She sought out investors, kept track of them, followed through, set up meetings,
formed the film company and managed it. He would pitch the project to investors, and
she would follow up. Together, they raised $1.5 million from Jordan and the rest was
from the US.

They shot the film in 24 days, four weeks (6-day weeks). The 24 days were sufficient,
but he would have preferred an extra day off between each week to give the crew extra
resting time. They were moving a lot from one location to another, but they always
started the day early and fast. He made sure to get his first shot on time every day so
that they wouldn’t spend the rest of the day trying to catch up.

One of the producers, Ken Conken recommended Karima Ladjimi, a line producer from
Tunisia. Other crew members came from Lebanon, Morocco, Germany and France. The
reason for the foreign crew members is that at that time there weren't a lot of Jordanians
working in the film industry. The Jordanians hired were learning on the job in PA
positions. One of them was Bassem Ghandour, who would later go on to write and
produce Theeb (2014).

As for camera, he used the Arri 20D (now Alexa). It was the first feature film to shoot on
this camera and a technician from Germany was sent to Jordan to help out the German
DP, Reinhart 'Rayteam' Peschke.

They shot the whole film with no backup because the backup hard drives were
damaged during the shipping process. When traveling, they took the footage with them



on the plane. The footage amounted to 37 Terabytes so they had 37 boards of hard
drives with them on the plane.

POST-PRODUCTION

The post-production was made in LA on Avid. He and his editor Laith Majani had made
several short films together such as, “Sufi... Sufi” (2005) which went viral. They enjoyed
working together. Color grading was made by Mark Reed who David Pritchard had
recommended. Reed saw the footage of the film and was intrigued and wanted to be
part of it. Sound mixing and design was also completed in Los Angeles. All the musical
score was original and recorded with the Hollywood Studio Symphony at Warner
Brothers. The composer was Austin Wintery. Matalga had previously collaborated with
him on other films.

MARKETING & DISTRIBUTION
The film premiered in Dubai in December, 2007 when it was still a new festival.

In 2008, the film won the Audience Award — Word Cinema at Sundance. Sundance
opened a lot of opportunity for Matalga because it introduced him to a lot of people in
the industry.

He spent two years traveling with the film, which was accepted into 21 festivals.

His intention for this film was to make a universal story set in Jordan, made in an ltalian
style, with the three-act American structure, and he succeeded. In addition to playing in
Jordan for three months, the film was distributed in Germany, Japan, Spain, S. Korea,
and the USA. He wanted to make a nostalgic film romanticizing childhood but also
representing the class system in Amman so he ended making a film that was much
more metaphorical.

NEXT PROJECT
He is currently directing a news series for Netflix.

LAST THOUGHTS

His advice for young filmmakers is not to be afraid. He encourages filmmakers to start
with short, low-budget films and to also collaborate with other young filmamkers. The
more they make movies the more they will learn.

(2008) "l ol s

(53\;) :‘ﬂ:\ﬂ‘

dallaa Q.J_.A\ :GJ&AS\

dalUaa (paal peilsl)

dalldas =Nt sale “fuslu e\..\ac ¢S S i ;Gm\



Y 9 o sala 1 AG Jpal)

calal) g Uadll (e painse 1y gall)

Arri DP :)_zalsll

DCP :ua

puiltin 5 (3 ¥ G

S 55 WUl 5 2280 13 5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=09VCZzr4c6s :-s ) ad gall

alidl) aila

sl Gl Y Al 58 claipall (S5 30V dgrall (e 4a a0 ey sl 1 AV 5 8 Ly (0 )Y 8 Aoyl
Josi ginl ol Juad) S 638 3o )l ol J o) sl 5 2008 ple (8 puilain o see (o4 seand) 8 3ikay "
¢ (2014) "all 8 U e O gimy mila sy saasS alid s ¢ 3330 A8 5 U (pe "l 53 13" L (5 AN A

s el LSy oIS 4 @ LS A Mand)" A8 jaiall o gus I Al 5 LIS Wi 4 shay (4a ¢(2016) 2o sall" 5
"3 8 Cye a1 (s 5l daali ok a8 58 5 SABC TV Director b x (e g a Laadl 8 (el 5ae
ostail G ol (8 Aalae ey Netlfix 4 s e Juluss Gl

alidl) 4
a3 sl sl Jladal oSlegall Al 8 Ana V1 AL o)) jka dad8 (e 8 ol ol ASL) jUas 8 331 oo aay Ladie
& 4l alie e LA Waiald iy Laiy «JUhaY) slia (8 251 ool oy 48 jalies s o udd ) 0 shas s ¢ il

(ol agadl 5 an 5 2 JaY) sl Gllal)

5S4l 4 ghat

Laiauall (S5 5V 2gnall & Ul S Ladie 4l Jygha 5 b Il 2 oad OF 0 1 el Wl 20 (g ST AdlUae o33
Lali wiay o) 4dle = 581 Al caniihy 3 ads peiially GE) cpasiall Y gl 8 dilaind) G laall Jual a8 5 ((AFT)
Agalle Apila Culd ALaE 3 (Kly V) b

LS alia Ja ) oo abidll 2008 aiay o 8 ) Sl S ae ) lal st Sla ) san IS dlidl algl) Haiae dillas 2a oS
M&Aulst_\aﬁ)ﬁ‘)&a‘gea\jﬁnd;)dpu‘)s‘)cﬂ]ﬂué)\ékb&uﬁﬁ\ sm‘gaﬂ\jw@)m#ﬂ\u\s
" sunad) o Laiaas!” (Aliadall 4Dl (e il 2alis Adlalall G (e alill aled) jaiae cilS g blE L 220 sy
e il Ll 55 ABe e &3S 5 Al WY sda Caxelus Uil Lagia pglival (1994) " sisin sy JiI" 5 ¢(1998)
JUl3U dalise Waal (5 5 5 2l saad) da )l e ) sl dpadd iy 4alid 3l 53 ) J g sl 8 G jraal add as
Al 83 guse J5l AU 82005 ale Cana el bl Jdas o) @)

Ale Jliy o 78 caldll ) Zoaadl (e 1508 Cagay Gf ) ) 13D calal gally 4 e CuilS 051 53 gusall () sAENUaG J8
Allia S caldll cpe  SEN Chuaill & (ST claa SUliie g 13a Gusile s 5 Y1 Chuaill IS dalid 8 JakY) dlalea 3ol
Al ST Aladll chaval g ol e Hlaideay ) 2 gof Haideas e Al

ol O A ) sl G (e o sse IS LY () sindl sl (55 6 yanill s ol giay cilS 5V 33 gusal)

@oeld il iy caldll b uiall (uSay o) sl L Ailae prd 48 jelia e JULY) i) 5 35 yand caad ALl
M)l GESI Y Aledd) 8 il dldae e (83 gee 30 (oo ST AUS 22y A5l ST ALl mpal Levie 3a



YL jad Ayl & aleSly s L) AUS sale) 4t (il (A1 ¢Sl alidl) diad (e pdadl) el pe il & LS
a3 e 1538 IS aaY (il Al ) e AU sale ) adac b aleSh g jland) S alel 5 dapailly 33 4]
Ay m e ilS A LY

g Il o8 |y guaill a8 ga CaSST g Jaall a2 (lae ) aad G Bale) e uale 2222006 ple Ciua B
3asde Laipdl AL Aiall) culS ALl 6 dpads Liadf culS (lae o &l 5 diad) Jsa e 311 315 puaall aa a1 sall
Lhall any g gead o3 (S5 clae (B alil plana gl o geall g sl Atinan Sl o jlaiily Bl Lo Al
Gy o Adaalll 8 W 555 of cand A @llia cilS 45y ¢dalud) asall g s 581 ollia Lapaill 3 jlead) sy Jaldl &
Al Bilaiaw san g cdalull & sl @lli L

wﬁgiou_;\)ﬁ,wugd&‘y\(-wj | pdane (S i D it Cilide Oy il g 2Y ol 5 pde (Sliha 12 aa
\:\S‘).\(fd.uduucCJ\A)L.\S\J@)JM?\M\Aﬂéﬂ;deL}aJJJuﬂwaJ&wﬁwﬂt\]\‘_g
Y 3 panads Cun ((LAU) A8 s Aldl) daaladl (e daie o Juan a3 et Gl e 5 e jlaiall

o LS il 1) gol L go cand 35 Lo (pnased die (il 8 Gl 01 58 calidl) 8 L 5 Jiaall cdad) goa ap
Aldae & ¢ opae (e B e Al b IS Ladie (1977) " cal (62 Gusulall 5 ¢ (1975)" 21 5 e 1"
i) Jiaal) Led OIS A8k IS (g3l ol 5 Juads (1993) "esa S 28l ol o gaad A Al sy
oS Aallae JSXY |y geaill @ 50 3 )l Y QLA Lo @llAly BBV cang Anal () Lad pdl L 300 s0) @l = Al s i
sl s alidl) e o 0l 5 ey Jucail 288 Lale 13 3aal oy al il (e a2 N e adhal laal iyl 8la 5 A dall pa oS
) sl e dall pa Ji 5 il 4]

Alad L 13 lae 8 il pUaill Wyl Jiay cpiadls o Lo 4 silall (e Wl aiay o 3 50 OIS

zuiy

o A peall! Jia Laa 8 ypal o3 e gealy (Slaall Cul yitigall s g a8 85 Glams Cus Guladl gl (8 L sall o

sl W a e J8 e OIS Gt Aallaa s Uie Qe baiiciand 28 € Ll e Sla 31 ¢(2005) " geall
sl duxin e oLV a3 eS| 505l ) aaaty o ol i oG st OS5 aliil) (e cildadl ) 2aLE 3 LS 5 i 4

A G gy Giag) Galall OIS 355098 (B il 5 8 AY) 50 ) A sl I (e (i sall i 3 Guslail sl
REBTURt I PPOSOP I

y Gagills 2555
Juaa Ula jee 1 Y OIS Ledie 2007 sansd (B (22 (380 J5Y alidll m go

sle aihe Yl (a il e LIS Guiliies w3 Gailaiia g "laisd) alle " ) seanldl 3 e aldll 62008 Al b
A ailia (e S

Ll sge 21 (8 4l s 5 ol 5 calidll 1 g (pale Jla

AN J gl (53 S ya¥) patl) LS o hasl ae ) bl e gian (0 )Y (e Lpalle Al piia 4t cuilS

A sind) Ly oS5 clibnd 5 (U5 cllall 3 ALl w5 53 o5 ¢ el 530 8aad (2,1 3 oLl oae M Al maiy
A e sasiall il G

addl) £ g pdial)
OS] e Judise ) )AL W o 58



s Al ks
addiall 40 jaall €133yl YL cadl o 221 ailia aandy ) s8la Y O & L) 2OY) ailial diaas
) sale LS LDl | gminm LS8y HAT il g Wil () slatll



