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Synopsis

After more than a decade, Farah returns home to Tripoli, Lebanon, to care for her aging widowed 
father, Mustapha only to find her city in crisis. Their generational differences often lead to clashing 
perspectives on the country’s political instability, making it difficult to communicate with each oth-
er. But  within this lack of understanding there’s humour and a will to understand. There’s a secret 
refuge: Mustapha’s weekly all-male poetry club, where a small group of stubborn yet lovable men 
gather to share poems in classical Arabic over sweets and with an agreement to disagree about 
everything. 

In order to connect with her father, Farah decides to join the club and address Mustapha in verses 
to connect with the poet in him. As Mustapha’s health deteriorates and the October 2019 revolu-
tion erupts nationwide, poetry becomes their chance for one last conversation.

Logline

After more than a decade, Farah returns to her hometown Tripoli in Lebanon to live with her wid-
owed aging father, Mustapha.
It’s her last chance to be part of her father’s world though it must be through the only language he 
understands: poetry.

Synopsis by Visions du Réel 2024

After a 15-year absence, Farah returns to Lebanon to spend time with her ageing father. In their 
Tripoli apartment, which has been in mourning for several years following the death of her mother, 
Mustapha and Farah attempt to find a common language. The five decades which separate them, 
as well as their differing points of view, give rise to discussions tinged with humour, but also a lack 
of understanding. But she knows that a refuge does exist, into which she will attempt to insinuate 
herself: poetry. By joining Mustapha’s circle of poets, a club composed solely of men with a pas-
sion for literature, Farah gradually begins to understand their language, thus earning a chance of 
reaching her father. While the 2019 revolution rumbles on in the streets, Farah Kassem introduces 
us into this apartment, where words and images seek each other out between two doors, giving 
rise to a final, essential conversation. The director (You Make a Better Window Than You Do a Door, 
VdR 2017) returns to a Lebanon in crisis to make her first, deeply moving full-length feature film, 
in which Arabic poetry combines with the impermanence of life and precious, sometimes clumsy, 
exchanges of words between father and daughter – which will belong to them forever.

Aurélien Marsais
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In 2012, you shot your short documentary MY 
FATHER LOOKS LIKE ABDEL NASSER with your 
father, Mustapha Kassem. Back then, he was in 
his 70s and was suffering from a sleeping dis-
order and you have been visiting him while you 
were still living in Europe. A decade later, you 
moved to Lebanon, 15 years after you had left 
the country, to care for your aging father. Was it 
a conscious decision in your debut feature, WE 
ARE INSIDE, to continue pursuing this father and 
daughter journey?  
 
Making My Father Looks Like Abdel Nasser was 
a way for me to deal with grief, memory and with 
the loss of my mother. It was important for me 
to go on that journey with my father, to find a 
common vocabulary to express that grief that 
was difficult to tackle within our household. And 
then during that filming process, whenever these 
conversations were brought up, reading his own 
poems was my father’s way of responding and 
articulating loss. Back then, I didn’t really under-
stand what that truly meant. And therefore, I si-
lenced him in the film. Whenever he would start 
reciting poetry, I would remove the sound/his 
voice and rather focus on the aesthetics of the 
act itself, the act of recital. With time, I became 
more aware of what this medium meant to him. 
And through it, he wasn’t only grieving my moth-
er, but also a country, a memory, a place where 
he no longer belonged. His poems traced the re-
mains of a generation, the remains of a life that 
is long in the past. And within that linguistic es-
trangement he still saw beauty and poetry.

Before that, before I moved back to Lebanon, 

whenever I would go and visit him and whenever 
we’d talk about politics, about belonging, what it 
meant to live in Tripoli, the elections, all of that, 
we would go into disputes. We wouldn’t talk to 
each other for hours. And then he would knock 
on my door with a piece of paper in his hand, and 
say, “Have I read you my latest poem, my daugh-
ter?” This was my father’s way of reconciling 
with me. And me listening to him was my way 
of saying, “let’s reconcile”. And then, he would 
start reading his classical Arabic poetry that I 
found very difficult to understand. But still, I was 
mesmerised by his passion for language and for 
poetry. 

One day, he invited me to the Tripoli poetry club, 
where I met these men, all above 70, coming to 
that space with their papers and boxes of sweets, 
wanting to read and share poetry. It was very 
heartwarming to encounter this, and to see how 
this bubble, this refuge, can exist within the city. 
I witnessed these men practice the remains of 
their identity behind closed doors. This is when I 
felt the urge to dive into that world and attempt 
to understand what their poetry is all about and 
what the act of reciting poetry is meant to con-
vey.

Nevertheless, continuing this father/daughter 
journey was first initiated by my father. He was 
the one who told me, “Hey, since you’re here and 
have not much to do, how about we do this to-
gether?” He kind of invited me into that poetry 
universe that he believed was worth capturing. 
And he surely wanted someone to archive his 
recitals and wanted to make use of my camera!

Interview with Farah Kassem: Filming temporality
Interview by Rabih El-Khoury, April 2024 



You have been following your father for several 
years, you have witnessed his highs and his lows. 
You have carried very intimate conversations 
with him, but also very difficult and challenging 
ones. Has filming your father over this long pe-
riod of time strengthened your bond together? 
Or did it really challenge what you have together?
 
In the very beginning, it wasn’t that easy because he 
thought that I was expecting something from him, 
like when I did My Father Looks Like Abdel Nasser. 
But this changed very quickly. He got familiar with 
the camera. He understood the process. He thought: 
this is my daughter, she wants to make a film with 
me. So I am going to help her! Throughout time, 
making films together became something that be-
longs to the two of us. Something that only me and 
him can share, and a space that we come back to 
every couple of years to address matters. A space 
where we can allow and invite shifts of dynamic. It’s 
true I am the one who is somehow in control, film-
ing, I am behind the camera, but he decides when 
to exit and when to stay. We Are Inside is the are-
na where both our artistic mediums finally met. His 
poetry and my filming. We both knew that me film-
ing him (whether reciting poetry or not) was some-
how a way to keep him alive, and he agreed to that 
deal. And he stayed alive until the very last moment.
 
Even though your father is an engineer, he is also 
a very fine poet. He might be writing alone, but 
he shares his poems with a circle of friends and 
together they founded this poetry club, a club 
of elderly men who share their passion for po-
etry. How was it for you to access such a pri-
vate club and bring in your camera with you? 

I was intimidated by the poets from the moment 
I entered the room. They are very eloquent, even 
when they are asking each other something very 
mundane, like passing the sweets box. When I 
arrived, I was not the filmmaker. I was the daugh-
ter of Mustapha who came to visit. So for them, 
they were like, “Oh, this is your daughter. Does 
she write too? Oh, she doesn’t write, okay. Did 
she marry?“. At first, I was there getting to know 
them and defining how I relate to them. I thought 
it was a private space until I realised that actual-
ly, there are many who tried to enter this club and 
they were welcome to do so and read their poet-
ry. But the poets are so specific in how they per-
ceive poetry and not everyone can handle their 
feedback and criticism. Many of the newcom-
ers didn’t stick around after a session or two. 
The poets perceive themselves as gatekeepers 
of classical Arabic poetry. So when I entered 
that arena, I was aware of that fact. I was try-
ing to understand how I am going to shift from 
being their friend’s daughter to becoming my-
self, somebody who is also attempting to write 
poetry. Even if it was for the sake of commu-
nicating with my father and not really because 
I was passionate about poetry. I knew that I do 
not have the skills to write, and that I could be 
bad at it. But that didn’t matter, on the contrary. 
I was trying to borrow some of their tools and 
see how I can adjust mine to theirs and bring 
something to the table. The dynamic changed 
throughout the years. At the end of the film I 
would go to the club without my father. My pres-
ence within that space was no longer tied to his.

You mentioned using tools, and one of your tools 
was your camera. There is so much observation 
in the film, you leave space for us to discover ev-
erything around you, from the house to the out-
side. The windows in the film play a major role: 
we see the pigeons, burning tires, military troops, 
protesters, smoke... Was it a conscious deci-
sion to unveil the outside through the windows?
 
When I started filming, I knew I wanted to work 
with few limitations. And one of these limitations 
was to try to look at this world, at this space, 
from the inside, towards the outside. There is 
something very special about Tripoli and about 
the juxtaposition between the private and the 
public space. How people live within their per-
sonal private space and how they relate to the 
outside, its happenings and the manifestation 
of public opinion. And I wanted to emphasise 
that. I wanted to stress on those little bubbles 
that exist in isolation, but also in connection. 
How do they take refuge from the happenings, 
and when do they step out and access that pub-
lic space? What are the traits of a public space 
in a city like Tripoli? I wanted to mark this fron-
tier: one that becomes very clear at times and 
in other moments, it disappears, it fades away.
 
And therefore the window is there, to specif-
ically play on these nuances and the ways in 
which we look at that outside. My father’s house 
happens to be on a crossroad and in front of 
a military base. So when we direct our gaze 
outside of the window, we see a part of Tripo-
li in constant motion. There is movement all 
the time that somehow mirrors the daily ever 
changing state of the city and its inhabitants. 



It was also important to allow a shift in that gaze, 
from the background to the foreground: from the 
chaotic crossroad to a pigeon nesting in front of 
our window, allowing us to perceive a certain plu-
rality of existence within one space. 
 
Refusing to look out, was also another added 
layer to the window element. The window of our 
TV room giving on the military base, mirrored 
somehow the state of the country. But my father 
would never look out of that window. His TV was 
his window. It was his way of looking outside, 
even when the physical outside was next to him. 
I wanted to understand what made him turn his 
gaze at the screen. And I wondered how these 
different windows and spaces dialogue and what 
they were telling each other.
 
Which brings us to another very important char-
acter in your film, the city of Tripoli, the sec-
ond biggest city in the country after Beirut. A 
city that has endured a lot, that has been mar-
ginalised by the ruling class for decades. You 
mentioned the outside and the inside in Tripoli, 
but in the film, we also see the old and the new, 
the old buildings against new structures, your 
father and his friends evoke the past: from the 
cabarets to the Palace Cinema, in which your 
father saw his favourite films. Even the famous 
sweets of Tripoli are in every single gathering 
of the poetry club. Beyond filming the in and out 
of Tripoli, how was it for you to revisit your city?
 
It was very difficult for me to know what to film 
in Tripoli because the way I relate to the city is 
very specific. I left when I was 18. Coming back 

to it was a way for me to reconcile with parts of 
it that I didn’t accept or like when I was young-
er. I grew up on the frontier between the old 
and the new city. I do feel that Tripoli is a city 
that is both in movement and in stagnation. It 
is moving towards something, but it is also at-
tached to times that are no longer there. It ex-
ists in different temporalities. I was interested 
in finding ways to convey these different tempo-
ralities and what it feels to move within the city, 
witnessing its different histories and facades.
 
When we were filming the outside, we kept wan-
dering, trying to see what we could encounter 
while traveling throughout the night in Tripoli. And 
these rides were endless. As if I was trying to find 
my place within it and the feeling of succeeding 
felt ephemeral. Ending at the Nour Square was 
important for me. Officially called the Abdul Ha-
mid Karami Square (after Abdul Hamid Karami, 
a former prime minister with nationalistic Arab 
inclinations and one of the main leaders of the 
city after Lebanon’s independence). Harakat Al 
Tawhid (Islamic Unification Movement) removed 
his statue in the 1980’s and replaced it with the 
sculpture of the word Allah. Nowadays some 
call it the Nour Square, others the Allah Square. 
These different naming are revealers of the dif-
ferent identities, timelines, social and political 
transitions that this city has witnessed over the 
decades. And all these changes or stagnations 
linger in the collective memory. They exist si-
multaneously and make the city and the ways in 
which we perceive it, very complex. Especially af-
ter the square also became the centre of the 2019 
revolution in Tripoli. These constant additions 
of events to the square’s layered identity some-

how summarises Tripoli for me. It is a place in 
which different identities/narratives coexist and 
it is very difficult to isolate one from the other. 

Moving from Tripoli towards a whole nation, you 
filmed your father for over five years. Lebanon 
was during that time living at a certain point in 
2019 an unprecedented revolution in true col-
ors, the youth across the country was demon-
strating against its political elite. In the film, we 
see a very different image of Tripoli. The whole 
country has experienced the revolution in Tripoli 
very differently. Suddenly there was something 
very different happening while you were shoot-
ing. How did you live and document that period?
 
It was a confrontation. I had this film in mind, 
with a certain narrative that I was trying to con-
struct/deconstruct throughout the filming peri-
od. A period that went on for 4 years. It was inter-
esting and challenging to see how this narrative 
kept on updating itself. It is a film about time and 
the ways in which it unfolds. And I believe the 
elections, the revolution, etc.. were markers on 
this timeline. As I was depicting “reality” and try-
ing to understand what was happening around 
me, I had to readjust my vision of this reality, or 
rather make it mine. When these moments were 
unveiling, my team and I were reacting to them. 
I stepped out and I started filming. While I was 
in the act of filming, I kept on reframing that 
moment within the universe of the film. I was 
going back and forth, trying to make sense and 
create a meaning without falling into any traps 
of romanticising what I yet couldn’t fully under-
stand. During the revolution, I was a filmmaker, 



a citizen, a daughter… I was experiencing many 
emotions all at once, and it wasn’t easy to re-
main conscious and calculated in how and why I 
was filming.  
 
Meanwhile your father’s health was getting 
trickier. The state of the country was also get-
ting bleeker. It felt like you were witnessing two 
very different forms of collapse, that of your 
father, but that of your country. How was it in 
the editing process to experience this mirroring 
effect between your father’s health and the situ-
ation around you in the country?
 
We started editing before we finished filming. 
But the bigger portion of the edit took place af-
ter the end of the production and the passing of 
my father, early 2021. It was difficult for me to 
revisit the rushes and understand that I was not 
only saying goodbye to my dad while making this 
film, but also to my country. My father was the 
embodiment of the country itself. And whenever 
I would go back to visit him, it felt like visiting 
the remains of that place to which I belong. So it 
felt like bidding farewell to him and to that place 
in which I grew up and that I had to eventually 
leave.
 
Speaking of time, Nana is a very pivotal figure 
in the film. She has been living in your house for 
over 27 years, even longer than you lived there. 
How was it for you to include Nana in your nar-
rative?

For me, it was essential to have Nana in the film. 
Nana is family, not simply my father’s carer. 
When she came to live with us, I was seven years 
old. And then she witnessed the passing of my 
mother. She witnessed the degradation of my fa-
ther. She was there for him in his most difficult 
moments. My brother and I were not there all the 
time. Nana gives one the impression that she is 
on the periphery, but she’s not. She is at the core 
of things. Nana is the one who picked up the loss 
of each family member and created some sort of 
continuity for us to exist within our home. She re-
lates to each one of us differently. At the end of 
the film, she is the one telling you the deep truth 
of what my father lived. She is the secret holder, 
the “truth” holder. But she is also lost in time and 
space, like all of us.

 
As such, the film is very much about transmis-
sion. And at the end of the film, your father 
speaks about memories, forgetting some and 
keeping others. We live in a country that wants 
to eradicate all of its memories, that does not 
want to remember its past. How do you feel 
about this transmission process, about saving 
memories, but also sharing these memories?

The poets of the Tripoli poetry club are no lon-
ger meeting today. One of the reasons why I 
made this film was to keep traces of my father 
and his generation. I needed to archive and they 
wanted to be remembered. The film is trying to 
tackle this schism between generations. On one 
hand, my generation deciding what to take from 
the former one, what to keep aside while trying 
to negotiate the deal of that transmission. On 
the other side, my father’s generation ponder-
ing what narrative, what history, what ideologies 
they were leaving us. 
My dad revealed to me how to look at time: the 
past is 60%, the present is 10%, and then the 
future is 20%. The film is at the end of the day 
about temporality. It is about remembering, for-
getting, about allowing things to pass us by. We 
hold on to some memories for us to survive. And 
as we survive, some parts of our memories will 
survive with us and others will just decay. And 
such is life.
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