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POV Documentary ‘Return to Homs’ Is an Intimate, Unforgettable View of Syrian Insurgency, Premiering on Monday, July 20, 2015 on PBS

Teenage Goalkeeper Leads Ragtag Group of Fighters Against Brutal Assad Regime While Seeking Intervention: “O World, What Are You Waiting For?”

“Scenes . . . tap veins of adrenalin which Hollywood blockbusters can only dream of finding . . . a sober, sobering bulletin of unambiguous intention and undeniable power.”—Neil Young, The Hollywood Reporter
War changes people, including Abdul Basset Saroot, once the teenage goalkeeper of the Syrian national soccer team, who morphed into a peaceful advocate of Arab Spring reforms and then into an armed opponent of President Bashar al-Assad’s regime ready to be martyred for his cause.  

Return to Homs chronicles Basset’s transformation and heroic struggle to save civilians in his hometown of Homs from annihilation. An underdog winner of Sundance’s 2014 World Cinema Grand Jury Prize for Documentary as well as the recipient of the first-ever George Polk Documentary Film Award, the movie captures the early promise of the Arab Spring and the brutal urban combat that followed. Directed by Talal Derki, the heart-stopping and often wrenching film has been compared to Gillo Pontecorvo’s 1966 classic, The Battle of Algiers.

Return to Homs has its national broadcast premiere in Monday, July 20, 2015 at 10 p.m. on the POV (Point of View) series on PBS. American television’s longest-running independent documentary series, POV is the recipient of a 2013 MacArthur Foundation Award for Creative and Effective Institutions.

Shot between August 2011 and April 2013, Return to Homs provides an unprecedented look at the Syrian regime’s war against its own people—a war largely waged behind a media blackout. Stark and fast-paced, the film is a plea for intervention in a conflict the world has mostly overlooked.  

The film focuses on Basset, 19 at the start of the filming, who was once voted the second best goalkeeper in Asia. Handsome and charismatic, he also has musical talent, which he deploys against the regime. His anti-Assad songs and chants do not escape the dictator’s attention, and he is invited to meet with the Syrian ruler. Basset refuses, preferring to lead protests, and he soon gains rock-star status. 

Assad is not pleased and eventually responds to the protests with heavy artillery, tanks, snipers and fighter jets. Basset and his colleagues, including friend and videographer Ossama, 24, conclude they have no choice but to take up arms. They chant, “Our old dreams are gone. [Assad] kills his own people to stay in power. Shame on him.”

Basset and his colleagues, though often short on ammunition and food, are heavily armed with gallows humor and religious faith. “With our blood, father, we shall please God,” they sing. As the film proceeds, they back their words with huge sacrifice. Basset sees colleagues and family members killed and wounded; among them is Ossama, whose treatment in a dirty field hospital is closely filmed. Basset is wounded three times, once while on camera, resulting in perhaps the documentary’s most harrowing segment. Ossama is later captured and detained.

Despite continuous setbacks and defeats, and food rations that drop to a few olives a day each, the insurgents do not give in. Yet their hope that outsiders will rally to their defense often fades. “The world remains as silent as a graveyard,” the fighters lament. “O world, what are you waiting for?” 

The story behind the film is also riveting. Producer Orwa Nyrabia was not initially sure there would be enough material for a full-length feature. “Although we liked the idea of the two protagonists, there was no dramatic arc at first,” he said. “We never expected that, a few months into shooting, Basset would become a militia fighter and Ossama would be detained. The harsh reality carved the film’s drama. One wishes that the reality would have been less dramatic and that we could have lost the film.”

The documentary includes unforgettable scenes, including the fighters’ passage through a series of bombed-out homes whose interior walls have been tunneled out to provide protection from Assad’s ever-present snipers. Every frame reminds viewers why Homs is known as the capital of the Syrian revolution. 

Making Return to Homs was nearly as dangerous as fighting the Assad forces. The regime enforced a news blackout and filmmakers were labeled terrorists. Cameras were often dismantled and hidden in car chassis to get past checkpoints, then reassembled. Videographers recharged phones and laptops from car batteries and portable generators. Footage was smuggled out of the war zone at great risk. 

And making the film was life-altering work. “The crisis changed each and every one of us,” director Derki said. “The challenges changed us, but mostly it was death. Death left its mark on every one of us: We all changed because of the increasing violence, the loss of people close to us, the injustice, the fragmentation. However, Abdul Basset was strong and very solid; he was and still is persistent.”

The drama continued after filming ended. While Derki managed to leave Syria, producer Nyrabia was detained at the Damascus airport and accused of making a film with a terrorist. He was held for three weeks in an underground prison, though he was finally freed in response to international pressure on the Assad regime from, among others, Robert De Niro, Martin Scorsese and Alex Gibney. 

The film faced other hurdles as well: The filmmakers did not have credit cards to pay for Sundance registration. Fortunately, Sundance waived the registration fees, paving the way for festival success. 

Basset, meantime, continues the struggle as Return to Homs carries his desperate plea to a widening audience: “O world, what are you waiting for?”
Return to Homs is a production of Proaction Film and Ventana Films. Visit www.returntohoms.com for a full list of awards and screenings.
About the Filmmakers:

Talal Derki, Writer/Director
Talal Derki, born in Damascus in 1977, is a Syrian filmmaker who studied film directing in Athens. He worked as an assistant director on Arabic feature films and was a director for various Arabic television programs from 2009 to 2012. He was also a freelance cameraman for CNN and Thomson Reuters. He made two short fiction films and a short documentary prior to his first feature-length documentary, Return to Homs. His films have screened at various festivals around the world. In 2014 he was a member of the feature-length documentary jury for the International Documentary Film Festival Amsterdam. On Dec. 14, 2014, he and producer Orwa Nyrabia were featured on 60 Minutes, which showed footage from Return to Homs. Derki, who is also a published poet, currently lives with his family in Berlin, where he is working on his next feature documentary. 
Orwa Nyrabia, Producer
Orwa Nyrabia graduated from the Higher Institute of Dramatic Arts in Damascus in 1999 and worked as a columnist at the As-Safir newspaper for four years before he began working in film. He worked as assistant director on such high-profile fiction films as The Box of Life by Ossama Mohammed (Un Certain Regard selection, Cannes Film Festival 2002) and played a lead in Bab el shams (The Gate of Sun) by Yousry Nasrallah (an out-of-competition selection screened at the Cannes Film Festival 2004). Since he co-founded Proaction Film, Nyrabia has worked on a number of documentary and fiction films. A graduate of AFIC at the Sorbonne and the Institut National de l’Audiovisuel, he got his start with the international co-production documentary Dolls: A Woman from Damascus by Diana El Jeiroudi. He is a co-founder and organizer of DOX BOX, an annual international documentary film festival in Syria. 

In 2014, Nyrabia was one of the producers of the acclaimed documentary Silvered Water, Syria Self-Portrait, directed by exiled Syrian filmmaker Ossama Mohammed in collaboration with young Kurdish activist Wiam Simav Bedirxan. The film premiered at the Cannes Film Festival, screened at the International Documentary Film Festival Amsterdam and Toronto International Film Festival and won the Grierson Award for Best Documentary. Nyrabia currently lives in Berlin.

Hans Robert Eisenhauer, Producer
As commissioning editor for ZDF/ARTE and deputy program director for ARTE, Hans Robert Eisenhauer produced more than 50 theatrical-length commissions for TV and cinema, including Oscar® winners. Eisenhauer has served as director of the Berlin Film Fund and helped to create the European Film Academy. Since his retirement from ZDF/ARTE, he has been running Ventana-Film, a film and television production company in Berlin focused on international documentaries. He is currently working with Talal Derki on his next feature documentary.
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Editor: 
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Produced by American Documentary, Inc., POV is public television’s premier showcase for nonfiction films. The series airs Mondays at 10 p.m. on PBS from June to September, with primetime specials during the year. Since 1988, POV has been the home for the world’s boldest contemporary filmmakers, celebrating intriguing personal stories that spark conversation and inspire action. Always an innovator, POV discovers fresh new voices and creates interactive experiences that shine a light on social issues and elevate the art of storytelling. With our documentary broadcasts, original online programming and dynamic community engagement campaigns, we are committed to supporting films that capture the imagination and present diverse perspectives. 

POV films have won 32 Emmy® Awards, 18 George Foster Peabody Awards, 12 Alfred I. duPont-Columbia University Awards, three Academy Awards®, the first-ever George Polk Documentary Film Award and the Prix Italia. The POV series has been honored with a Special News & Documentary Emmy Award for Excellence in Television Documentary Filmmaking, two IDA Awards for Best Continuing Series and the National Association of Latino Independent Producers (NALIP) Award for Corporate Commitment to Diversity. More information is available at www.pbs.org/pov. 
POV Community Engagement and Education (www.pbs.org/pov/engage)

POV’s Community Engagement and Education team works with educators, community organizations and PBS stations to present more than 650 free screenings every year. In addition, we distribute free discussion guides and standards-aligned lesson plans for each of our films. With our community partners, we inspire dialogue around the most important social issues of our time.

POV Digital (www.pbs.org/pov/) 

Since 1994, POV Digital has driven new storytelling initiatives and interactive production for POV. The department created PBS’s first program website and its first web-based documentary (POV’s Borders) and has won major awards, including a Webby Award (and six nominations) and an Online News Association Award. POV Digital continues to explore the future of independent nonfiction media through its digital productions and the POV Hackathon lab, where media makers and technologists collaborate to reinvent storytelling forms. @povdocs on Twitter.
American Documentary, Inc. (www.amdoc.org/)
American Documentary, Inc. (AmDoc) is a multimedia company dedicated to creating, identifying and presenting contemporary stories that express opinions and perspectives rarely featured in mainstream media outlets. AmDoc is a catalyst for public culture, developing collaborative strategic engagement activities around socially relevant content on television, online and in community settings. These activities are designed to trigger action, from dialogue and feedback to educational opportunities and community participation.

Major funding for POV is provided by PBS, The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, Corporation for Public Broadcasting and National Endowment for the Arts.  Additional funding comes from Nancy Blachman and David desJardins, Bertha Foundation, The Fledgling Fund, Marguerite Casey Foundation, Ettinger Foundation, New York State Council on the Arts, New York City Department of Cultural Affairs in partnership with the City Council, Ann Tenenbaum and Thomas H. Lee, and public television viewers. POV is presented by a consortium of public television stations, including KQED San Francisco, WGBH Boston and THIRTEEN in association with WNET.ORG.

[image: image3.jpg]



    Media Sponsor:














[image: image4.png]Corporation
forPublic
Broodcasting



[image: image5.jpg]


[image: image6.png]


[image: image7.jpg]MacArthur
Foundation



[image: image8.jpg](€ Knight Foundation



[image: image9.png]) BERTHA

7 TOUNDATION




[image: image10.png]whyc.org
93.9fm

w I



[image: image11.png]THE i
FLEDGLNG FUND

helping storces fake flight



