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CASE STUDY: Lilacs (2017)

The film: Short film

Writer/Director: Mira Shaib

Producer: Aya Nabulsi and Zeina Badran (Post-Production)

Budget: $29,000

Financing: Filmakademie Baden-Wirttemberg, Robert Bosch Stiftung
Production: 8 days; May 4- 6, 10-14, 2016

Shooting Format: Sony PMW-F55

Screening Format: DCP

World Premiere: Berlinale, Germany, February 2017

Distribution: Mad Solutions

THE FILMMAKER

Mira Shaib graduated from the Lebanese American University in Beirut with a BA in
Communication Arts, TV & Film. In 2015, Mira was granted a scholarship from Robert
Bosch Stiftung to attend the Filmakademie Baden-Wurttemberg in Germany, where she
developed the script for her short film, “Lilacs” and found a German production company
to produce the film, which she directed in 2016. Mad Solutions, a Pan-Arab distribution
company, bought the distribution rights to the film in 2017. Due to the success of “Lilacs”
in festivals across the globe, Filmakademie invited Mira to participate in another
residency. Mira has worked on large television productions, like The Voice Arabia. In
2018, she was selected to participate in Film Independent’s Global Media Makers in Los
Angeles. She works as a director at Beirut.com.

OFFICIAL SYNOPSIS
Hanna, a melancholic woman, comes to Lebanon after a 12-year absence. She wants
to find her twin brother who was kidnapped during the Lebanese civil war.

DEVELOPMENT

Metropolis, an independent art house cinema in Beirut, collaborated with Filmakademie
Baden-Wurttemberg and Robert Bosch Stiftung to create scholarships for young
filmmakers in Lebanon. These filmmakers were to attend classes in Ludwigsburg for six
months and workshop scripts and then return to Lebanon to produce them with an
option to do the post-production in Ludwigsburg.



Alireza Khatami, Mira’s professor at the Lebanese American University recommended
her for the scholarship. But, she needed an idea. At that time, there were a lot of
demonstrations in Lebanon. Mira was among the demonstrators in downtown Beirut
when she noticed an old woman among the hundreds of young people. She was
intrigued and spoke to her. She found out she had been demonstrating for two decades
in the same place to bring attention to the young men, including her son, who were
kidnapped during the war. Mira has always been intrigued by stories from the civil war
having been born after it ended. For a lot of young people of her generation, the civil
war was incomprehensible. Being a secular Lebanese who could not fathom
sectarianism, she was always interested in investigating the civil war. So, after
brainstorming with her professor, she came up with the idea about a woman returning to
Lebanon from Europe to look for her missing brother. She wrote the treatment with
mentoring from the professor and submitted an application for the scholarship. When
Mira received the scholarship, she was elated. She had an opportunity to not only
investigate a major consequence of the civil war but also to dramatize it on the screen.

The first draft was written in the workshop where she worked with professionals to fine
tune the script. In the end, the script went through five different drafts. The scholarship
included a grant and a co-production deal with Filmakademie, where a German crew
was invited to help in the production of the film.

PRE-PRODUCTION & PRODUCTION

With the aid of Filmakademie, Mira was able to put together a camera crew and find a
director of photography while in Germany. This meant she was going to be working with
a multinational, multilingual team. Even though the dialogue of the script was in Arabic,
Mira decided that all communication on set was going to be entirely in English to
accommodate the non-Arabic speaking crew.

As she began to prepare for production, she recognized that there was a major
challenge. Her Director of Photography, Anne Bollick was not Lebanese and unfamiliar
with Lebanese culture. Because the story was very Lebanese-specific, Mira felt that her
German crew needed to be immersed in Lebanese culture prior to the shoot. She
asked them to travel to Lebanon before the shoot began, hosted them for two weeks
and took them around the country to get to know it better.

Mira picked her actors based on performances she had seen of them. When she
returned to Lebanon, she met with the actors and conducted readings to make sure they
were right for the roles. Although she knew many of the actors would be unknown, Mira
also approached famous actors. She was fond of their work and believed in their talents.
She was nervous at first because here she was a young, unknown filmmaker
approaching well known and highly respected actors. However, she felt what she lacked
in experienced was made up in the story. She had complete confidence in her script.
When she met with actors, like Aida Sabra, she didn’t have to convince them because
they had already fallen in love with the script and characters.



One important thing she learned working with such a large cast and with professional
actors was that a director must build trust first and must respect her actors. Although
she was only 23 years old, she wanted to show the established actors that she was
confident in what she was doing and determined to make a good film.

Another challenge Mira faced was finding the right locations to shoot because the story
was set in 2000, and she wanted to avoid anachronisms. Also, because of the political
nature of the story, she had to avoid politically-sensitive locations like streets with party
headquarters. One difficult location, for example, was the Masnaa border crossing
between Syria and Lebanon. Even though filmmakers in Lebanon needed to acquire
only one permit to film anywhere in the country, the permit did not cover security zones
like border crossings. Plus, the border crossing was usually very busy. Mira knew she
would not be able to film the scene there so she had to improvise. Discussing this with
her production team, a rural area in South Lebanon was selected. The actual shoot
eventually went well, but not without drama. In the initial scene, she had written around
50 extras. Instead of bussing 50 extras from Beirut, she used locals, but although paid,
they were not accustomed to being on set all day. Many of them quit and she ended up
with only 15 extras. She had to make do with what she had.

Although Mira had shot two previous short films, this was the biggest budget she had

worked on so there was more pressure on her. However, she had a very reliable team
working as hard as she was. She learned from this experience that having a producer
and director of photography who could be trusted and relied on was crucial.

POST-PRODUCTION

Picture edit was made in Lebanon. She believed that due to the Arabic dialogue, it
needed to be done by an editor who spoke the language. Mira was familiar with Natalie
Hamadeh’s work. They had previously worked together and Natalie was also 2nd AD on
her film. Mira felt she was the natural choice for the job.

As for the score, Mira found a composer through her brother’s connections in Los
Angeles. This was another lesson she learned. Filmmakers must always maximize their
connections. One never knows who he or she will need in this industry.

Sound edit and mixing was also completed in Lebanon by Ramzi Zeidan. She met him
while he was working with the Lebanese composer, Ziad Rahbani. She wanted him for
the job because she worked with him on her first short film, and she loved his work.

Color grading was made in Germany because the DP wanted to work with a team there.
Mira preferred that the DP was involved because of the various lights she used in the
film. Four different lights were used to reflect the four seasons in the film.



MARKETING & DISTRIBUTION

After completing the film, Zeina Badran the post-production producer contacted Mad
Solutions, who she had met at Berlinale. They loved the film and took over marketing
and distribution.

ROI

Financial gain was very limited on this film. Basically, it was a small percentage of sales
from distribution. However, the exposure was tremendous. Because of this film, Mira
received a small fund from Germany to work on her first feature film. Plus, the film
exposed her to a network of professionals in the film industries in Lebanon, Egypt and
Europe, especially in Germany.

NEXT PROJECT
Mira is currently working on developing her first feature film.

LAST THOUGHTS

Her advice to young filmmakers is to keep the first short film simple. She advices all
beginners to keep the characters under four and locations around two when writing a
story. Directing a film is a complicated process, and it takes time to master it. A small
film helps manage production easier.
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