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CASE STUDY: Barakah Meets Barakah (2017)

The Film: Feature Film

Actor/Producer: Hisham Fageeh

Writer/Director: Mahmoud Sabbagh

Budget: Not disclosed

Financing: Private

Production: 26 days, September and October, 2015

Shooting Format: Sony A7S, Ninja

Screening Format: DCP

World Premiere: Berlinale 2016

Distribution: Arsenal (Germany), Trigon-Film (Switzerland) and Netflix
Awards: Prize of the Ecumenical Jury at Berlin International Film Festival, 2016
Website: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vK9V_n4i_CY

THE ACTOR/PRODUCER

Hisham Fageeh is a Saudi actor and filmmaker. He is the co-producer and star of Saudi
Arabia's submission to the Oscars for 2016's Best Foreign Film, Barakah Meets
Barakah, which is now available on Netflix worldwide.

Most-known for his 2013 viral video "No Woman, No Drive", Hisham started performing
stand-up while working on Capitol Hill in Washington, DC.

While earning a Master's at Columbia University, he studied improvisational comedy at
the Upright Citizens Brigade Theater (UCBT). He also started a web series “Hisham's
Weeklies,” which propelled him into an Arabic stand-up scene in the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia- where he now resides.

OFFICIAL SYNOPSIS

Barakah is a good-natured civil servant who rides around Jeddah issuing tickets for
minor offences. Bibi is a beautiful young woman, who uses Instagram to amass millions
of followers while pushing the envelope in her conservative society. When Barakah
stumbles across one of her shoots, he is stricken, and the two hit it off, but finding an
appropriate location to meet face-to-face and share even a moment together proves
challenging due to strict traditions and public policies.



DEVELOPMENT

Hisham had just completed a successful stand-up tour and his work, including short
films, a web-series, and many video clips that had gone viral. He was excited about the
young media scene in Saudi Arabia, but he felt that there was still a gap, especially in
film. At the same time, Mahmoud Sabbagh, the writer and director, had just returned
from a film festival abroad and was very inspired. So, the two began a conversation
about the need for cinema and about the lack of films that tell their stories. The first idea
was Gonzo with live theatrical performances inter-spliced with film. They were both
passionate about public space performances. They realized that there was a dire need
for original Saudi content. When Sabbagh later approached him with a draft of the
script, Fageeh did not hesitate to jump on board. He comes from an improv training, and
he used this experience to train some of the amateur actors in the film. He also relied on
this experience to work on the comedy in the film, including the subtitles in post-
production.

PRODUCTION

There was no doubt in Fageeh and Sabbagh’s minds that the film must be filmed in
Saudi Arabia. No other location, such as Dubai, was even considered. The film was
shot in south of Jeddah in neighborhoods that are easily recognizable to Saudis in
general and Jeddawis in particular. This was to be a Saudi film made by Saudi
residents. And, this is exactly what happened. With the exception of the Director of
Photography Victor Credi, the gaffer and one of the ADs, all cast and crew were Saudi
residents,and everyone on the set was paid. One of the ADs, Anas Batahaf, who was
also an editor has become one of the most important filmmakers in Saudi today.

POST-PRODUCTION

Part of the post-production was made in Saudi Arabia but completed later in New York.
Through their connections, they were able to bring on board independent music
composers, like Lebanese Zaid Hamdan and Egyptian Maii Waleed Yassin. The score
was completed in Lebanon.

DISTRIBUTION

The film screened in festivals in Egypt, Palestine, UAE, Tunisia and as far as Brazil. It
screened commercially in UAE and Egypt. It was Saudi Arabia’s submission to the
Oscars so in order to qualify, it was even screened in Saudi Arabia. The success of the
film at Berlinale got the attention of Netflix, which secured worldwide distribution for the
film on their platform.

MARKETING

According to Fageeh, one of the smartest things they did was hire a PR team, the same
team, whopromoted the film, Tangerine (2015) at festivals. It helped get them attention
and opened the doors for meetings with distributors.



ROI

Investors made their money back. The rest was exposure that lead to worldwide
distribution on Netflix. Fageeh believes that the film was another humble step in putting
Saudi cinema on the world map.

NEXT PROJECTS

He has just finished producing a short film in Riyadh. He has around six other projects
in development in Saudi Arabia. One is a feature film and another is a scripted-
television series.

LAST THOUGHTS

Fageeh believes that for many years, Saudi Arabia’s image in the world was distorted
because they were complacent with other people telling their stories. So, he believes
there’s a huge opportunity for Saudis to seize the moment, make up for lost time, and
start telling their own stories in their own voices.
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