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CASE STUDY: When Monaliza Smiled (2012)

The Film: Feature

Writer/Director: Fadi G. Haddad

Producer: Nadia Eliewat, Nadine Toukan

Budget: US $170,000

Financing: Private

Production: 24 days, August 1-30, 2011

Shooting Format: Canon 5D Mark 2

Screening Format: DCP

World Premiere: September 20, 2012 in Jordan and at the Dubai International Film
Festival (DIFF), December 2012

Distribution: Self-distribution in Jordan and Rotana for TV distribution

Awards: Journalist Award for Feature Film and Best Actress at Oran Arab Film Festival
in Algeria in 2013

Trailer: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=09VCZzr4c6s

THE FILMMAKER

Fadi G. Haddad is a Jordanian filmmaker from Amman. After graduating from the Red
Sea Institute of Cinematic Arts in 2010, he worked on several films in Jordan, including
The Last Friday (2011). His first feature film, When Monaliza Smiled, was shot in 2011.
He is currently a film professor at the Mohammed Bin Rashid School for Communication
at the American University in Dubai and working on his second feature. Fadi is also
pursuing a Ph.D. degree in film at Antwerp University in Belgium.

OFFICIAL SYNOPSIS

Monaliza, a Jordanian woman who is incapable of smiling, gets a government job after
waiting 17 years in the long queue of applicants. At her new job at the Directorate of
Archiving, she meets and falls in love with Hamdi, an Egyptian co-worker while being
surrounded by nosy coworkers who frown on their relationship. Their love affair is
threatened furthermore when Hamdi’s work permit expires, and he risks becoming
illegal in the country. At the same time, Monaliza has to fend off unwanted suitors and
arranged marriages.

DEVELOPMENT
Once at the Red Sea Institute of Cinematic Arts (RSICA), Fadi wondered why cinema
has not dealt with Jordan’s ethnic diversity. Because cinema in Jordan is relatively



young, talking about such a subject would be at least novel and certainly intriguing. Like
other Levantine countries, Jordanian society is diverse composed of many ethnic and
religious groups, such as Arab Jordanians, Palestinians, Bedouins, Armenians and
Circassians to name a few. Fadi wanted to examine this diversity and experiment with
portrayal of societal stereotypes. For example, Egyptian migrant workers are regarded
as fun and humorous while Jordanians in general consider themselves more serious
and grim. So, a theme started germinating in his mind.

At the same time, Fadi had an idea for a female character, a Jordanian woman who
never smiled even though her name was ironically Monaliza, after the iconic painting,
Mona Lisa with the famous smile. Giving a foreign name to a Jordanian character
added to the oddity of the situation. He started thinking about taking this character and
putting her in the world of stereotypes that existed in his society.

Fadi first created the backstory for Monaliza to get to know her better. Then, he
developed the character of the Egyptian migrant worker. He wanted him to be lovable
and charming like the stars of classical Egyptian cinema. He had now two different
characters, who belonged to two different worlds in his society. He started wondering,
What would happen if they met? Where would they meet? These were the kind of
questions he started asking himself. So, he came up with the setting and decided they
would meet at the workplace. He was ready to start writing.

Fadi wrote the story first as a short film. His professors and fellow classmates liked the
script and gave him positive feedback. Based on the notes he received, he felt the
characters could be developed further and the short film could be expanded into a
feature. However, he didn’t develop it until his last year at RSICA.

Fadi believes that short film is more situational while in feature film, we have characters
that have to grow, usually through a journey that allows them to change. And, that was
exactly what he started doing, building arcs for the two main characters. He also created
other characters around Monaliza and gave them backstories. He then structured the
plot in an outline from beginning to end. When writing a story, Fadi likes to know what
the beginning, the middle, and the end are, as well as the main plot points, while
keeping in mind the character development and how these plot points serve the
development of the characters. While he likes structuring and outlining his story, he
allows it to evolve freely as well. He wrote the first draft while still in school.

The script for the feature was eventually selected for a scriptwriting lab at Berlinale
Talents Script Station in 2011. It was one of nine scripts selected. He worked with script
doctors there and wrote the third draft. He would eventually write six major drafts.

Nadia Eliewat, his producer, was an old friend and a fellow classmate at the Red Sea
Institute of Cinematic Arts. They always read each other’s scripts and trusted each



other’s opinion and feedback. Since she focused on producing and he directing, and
they always clicked artistically, it was a natural choice to collaborate on this feature.

Together they heard about the Royal Film Commission, Debut Feature Program, which
supported Jordanian filmmakers’ first features. They wanted to apply, but they were
hesitant because they were fresh graduates and lacked enough experience. So, they
went to Nadine Toukan, who was an established producer having produced the
Jordanian hit, Captain Abu Raed. She came on board, and they submitted the
application together. Few months later, they were granted $80,000 to produce the
feature.

PRODUCTION

The funding from the Royal Film Commission allowed them to begin shooting the film.
Because it was a small budget, they scheduled the shoot during Ramadan on purpose.
Ramadan is a slow month for production in Jordan. Shooting during this month meant
they would not be competing with bigger-budget productions, especially foreign films.
Also actors were available because shooting Ramadan series happened prior to the
beginning of the month. All crew and cast were paid although not at the normal rates
that are paid in Jordan by European and American productions. Despite the low budget
and pay, they didn’t have to convince people as many were excited to work on a local,
Jordanian film. Most of the heads of the departments where their colleagues, either
friends or fellow classmates, who wanted to work on a feature film.

Although he knew what kind of locations he wanted in the film, Fadi still hired a location
manager, Walid Lahham, to help him find unique Ammani neighborhoods. He also
needed Walid because they were shooting in places where the locals where not used to
seeing people filming a movie. While a shooting permit can be acquired easily from the
Royal Film Commission, they did not want to just take over people’s streets. They
wanted to befriend the local community and to build trust. Walid helped them do that
and to everyone’s surprise, the neighborhoods they shot in were very supportive and
cooperative.

One thing he learned from this shoot is that working with actors is 90% of the film. Doing
the first feature can be overwhelming because a director has to answer many questions
about the locations, set design, light, and sound which take away from time with actors.
He learned that it is very important not to sacrifice time with actors during the shoot.

POST-PRODUCTION

Post-production took place in Amman at the Royal Film Commission facilities. Color
correction was completed in Dubai only because Fadi had moved there for work. Sound
design and mixing was completed in Amman because they were sponsored by the
School of Audio Engineering (SAE).




Music score was original. It was composed by Najati Al Suloh. Fadi had worked with him
on two previous short films.

DISTRIBUTION

Fadi and Nadia opted for guerrilla style distribution and distributed the film themselves in
Jordan. The distribution system in Jordan was young. There were regional distributors in
the UAE, Egypt and Lebanon, but they were worried that companies abroad would not
give the film importance in Jordan. So to make sure that it would be screened in
cinemas in Jordan they went to a local cinema chain and made a deal with them. The
film was a great success in Amman, playing for eight consecutive weeks.

The film was the most viewed film at Dubai International Film Festival’s Cinetech, and
executives at Rotana saw the film and bought the television rights. It was first exclusive
on OSN and then played on the free-to-air Rotana channels. Airline rights were also
bought, and the film screened on Emirates, Qatar Airways, and Air France.

Today, When Monaliza Smiled is also available on Istikana TV, a VOD platform.

MARKETING

Fadi and Nadia did all their marketing on social media since they had no budget for it.
Some commercials aired on Roya TV, which was a new TV station and one of the
sponsors of the film.

ROI
Return on investment was more exposure than financial.

The biggest achievement for Fadi is the wide reach the film received in Jordan.
Because at the time, there were only cinemas in Amman, Fadi and his team with
support from the Royal Film Commission made a tour around the country, screening the
film in other cities and rural areas which created a cultural phenomenon around cinema
unseen previously in Jordan. He believes the film has inspired other Jordanians to make
movies.

NEXT PROJECT

Fadi is currently developing his second feature. He recently participated in Rawi, the
Royal Film Commission’s screenplay development lab and in the Doha Film Institute’s
Hezayah Screenwriting Lab, which resulted in a first draft for the second feature.

LAST THOUGHTS
Fadi believes that the script is the most important. It is where it all starts. He always tells
his students to write and rewrite and never settle for a first draft.
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