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THE CAVE 
 
SHORT SYNOPSIS 
 
Oscar nominee Feras Fayyad (“Last Men in Aleppo”) delivers an unflinching story of the Syrian 
war with his powerful new documentary, The Cave. For besieged civilians, hope and safety lie 
underground inside the subterranean hospital known as the Cave, where paediatrician and 
managing physician Dr. Amani Ballour and her colleagues Samaher and Dr. Alaa have claimed 
their right to work as equals alongside their male counterparts, doing their jobs in a way that 
would be unthinkable in the oppressively patriarchal culture that exists above. Following the 
women as they contend with daily bombardments, chronic supply shortages and the ever-
present threat of chemical attacks, The Cave paints a stirring portrait of courage, resilience and 
female solidarity. 
 
LONG SYNOPSIS 
 
Over the past eight years, the war in Syria has spread death, destruction and horror across the 
country, costing hundreds of thousands of lives and displacing millions. In besieged Eastern Al 
Ghouta, incessant bombardment has turned the landscape into an eerie wasteland dotted with 
bombed-out buildings and piles of rubble. Going outside is a life-threatening proposition, but 
residential neighbourhoods are targeted as indiscriminately as markets, schools and other 
places. Hospitals, medical centres and ambulances are also fair game for the Assad government 
and its Russian allies. 
 
Safety and hope lie underground, where a brave group of doctors and nurses have established a 
subterranean hospital called the Cave. Under the leadership of a young female paediatrician, Dr. 
Amani Ballour, the Cave offers hope and healing to the sick and injured children and civilians of 
Eastern Al Ghouta. In a conservative patriarchal society that devalues women, Dr. Amani is 
frequently subject to hostility from men who refuse to see her as a capable physician. But Dr. 
Amani doesn’t back down, and inside the Cave, women have reclaimed their right to work as 
equals alongside their male counterparts. They risk their lives to save their patients and find 
ways to persevere in a world of cruelty, injustice and suffering. For Dr. Amani and her colleagues 
Samaher and Dr. Alaa, their battle is not only to survive but to maintain their dreams and hopes 
for their country and for women. 
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DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT 
 
In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s short story “The Artist of the Beautiful,” the watchmaker Owen 
creates a beautiful mechanical butterfly as a gift for his childhood friend, Annie, now a wife and 
mother. She is astonished as the creature flutters forth from a carved box, exclaiming, 
“Beautiful! Beautiful! Is it alive? Is it alive?” When the creature alights on her finger, she turns to 
Owen and says, “Is it alive? Tell me if it be alive, or whether you created it.” Owen replies, 
“Wherefore ask who created it, so it be beautiful?” Later on, an imprudent boy cruelly destroys 
the insect. 
 
While I was filming “Last Men in Aleppo,” we kept focus on the military targeting of hospitals 
over a few years. Hospitals were demolished. Medics as well as patients were killed. The 
systematic targeting of hospitals was used as revenge, intimidation and a method to create 
chaos and force citizens to flee. No international countermeasures were introduced to stop 
these barbaric and vengeful attacks. 
 
It became impossible for the health sector to exist on the surface, so hospitals were built 
underground. I was able to visit a number of them, and it was astonishing to witness the human 
ingenuity at work. These hospitals became the only hope for people to survive and receive 
treatment. And they provided a place where men and women could work together. In fact, 
these limited underground spaces might be the only places where women can work. 
 
In the Cave, I witnessed how these female doctors and nurses are fighting to reclaim their rights 
in these subterranean hospitals. They stand up for themselves, which is something they couldn’t 
do aboveground in the patriarchal culture surrounding them. These women are truly an 
inspiration to me, and I believe with this film they will inspire the world as well — contributing 
to breaking the silence of the outside world. If the silence toward the brutality isn’t broken and 
if no measures are taken against war crimes, then there is a problem in man’s universal claim to 
possess the rights of freedom, law and justice. 
 
The current time in history is frightening because people are keener to glorify power. Like 
Hawthorne’s “The Artist of the Beautiful,” I wanted this film to be poetic — a film that helps us 
to look into the darkest corners of our souls and to inspire us to search for the light. 
 
— Feras Fayyad 
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ABOUT THE PRODUCTION 
 
An evocative, bird’s-eye view of women’s lives in a hellish warzone, The Cave is a deeply 
personal film for Feras Fayyad. It is rooted in memory, moral convictions and life experience, 
stretching back to his childhood and into the humanitarian catastrophe of the Syrian war. 
 
Fayyad grew up surrounded by formidable women: his mother, seven sisters and four aunts. 
One of his most vivid childhood memories of his mother stems from a terrifying moment in 
1990. Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein, who used chemical weapons on Iraqi Kurds, had 
threatened a chemical strike against Israel. “Everyone in Syria knew that if he did that, the 
chemicals would disperse over this country,” Fayyad recalls. “So my dad started to put 
something up in the windows to protect us. But my mum was smart enough to teach us how to 
put a piece of cloth around our face and try to breathe through that. As the saying goes, she 
didn’t give us a fish, she taught us how to fish. The image of her face, so near to my eyes, is 
embedded in my mind like a close-up.” 
 
The women of Fayyad’s family were a huge influence on his life and his development as a 
filmmaker. He had always been disturbed by Syrian society’s view of women as the weaker sex, 
born to be wives and mothers and inherently inferior to men. “My mother was always making 
things,” he asserts. “I learned from her and my sisters and my aunts. They shaped me into the 
person I am.” 
 
In March 2011, the government of President Bashar al-Assad began a vicious crackdown on the 
country’s nascent pro-democracy movement. Fayyad was arrested, his film about an exiled 
Syrian poet and the struggle for freedom of expression having put him in the regime’s 
crosshairs. He was imprisoned and tortured for 15 months. During that time, the regime 
detained not only protestors but anyone perceived to be even loosely aligned with their cause.  
 
Fayyad witnessed shocking cruelty and misogyny while in prison. “One of the things that you 
heard all the time was the torture of women and children,” he remembers. “And women would 
be tortured mostly because they were women. The regime was using women as tools of war, to 
intimidate and attack its opponents. I came out of prison destroyed, angry. As a male growing 
up in a family of strong women, this was very personal for me. I felt that someday I had to use 
my voice as a filmmaker to speak out.” He located some of the women who had been in the 
same prison and recorded their testimonies. 
 
Then, in August 2013, the Assad government staged a chemical attack on the opposition 
stronghold of Al Ghouta, on the outskirts of Damascus. Warheads were dropped at 2:30 am, 
choking people as they slept. One of Fayyad’s friends, a filmmaker, was able to capture the 
scene in the following days as rescue workers fanned out into the streets filled with the dead 
and barely living. Fayyad was galvanised by the footage of two female doctors working quickly 
and decisively. One of them was a young paediatrician, Dr. Amani Ballour.   
 
“It was like something out of a Hollywood movie, where you see heroes running between the 
bodies and trying to save lives,” Fayyad recalls. “I could picture my mum, my sisters, the women 
who had been beaten during my time in prison. All their stories came together in this woman, 
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Dr. Amani, who was not just doing her duty as a doctor; she was challenging the stereotypes and 
prejudices that Syrian society has about women.” 
 
He learned that Dr. Amani worked at the Cave, an underground hospital in Eastern Al Ghouta. 
The subterranean floors of the Cave were part of a six-story hospital construction that had been 
left unfinished and had stood empty since the start of the Syrian rebellion. When the Assad 
government began stepping up its attacks on Al Ghouta in 2012, surgeon Dr. Salim Namour had 
the idea to open the underground portion of the building as a safe place to treat patients. Dr. 
Amani began working at the Cave soon after it opened and was instrumental in building out the 
hospital’s underground levels. The area was divided into rooms, including a paediatric clinic, 
women’s clinic, operating room and recovery room, as well as a large central emergency 
receiving area. After the government laid siege to Al Ghouta in 2013, the Cave became one of 
the region’s last bastions of life-saving hope.  
 
During the next two years, Fayyad kept up with news about Dr. Amani and the Cave while 
working on other projects, including “Last Men in Aleppo.” By early 2016, he had begun 
exploring the possibility of making a film about underground spaces in Syria and was hoping to 
include the Cave. Initially, Fayyad spoke to Dr. Amani simply about the idea of filming in the 
Cave. However, once Dr. Amani was elected managing director of the hospital, the calculus 
changed. It wasn’t only that he needed her consent as a supervisor; he would need to film her 
doing the complicated, demanding job that was essential to the Cave’s survival.   
 
Dr. Amani began to understand the kind of work Fayyad wanted to do after she watched “Last 
Men in Aleppo.” She and Fayyad discussed his vision for the film and how it was related to his 
own experience with his family and his imprisonment. “Feras told me that he saw the women in 
this story as heroes, not as victims. He wanted to show women in a state of action, saving lives,” 
says Dr. Amani. “He told me about his mother and his sisters and about the torture and abuse of 
women he witnessed during his imprisonment. He wanted to bring the world’s attention to the 
cruelty of misogyny. We talked about the importance of the idea of truth, and how that 
connected to my job as a doctor. Because I was so close to the victims, I was a witness to war 
crimes. I believe in the power of media and I wanted the truth to be known.” 
 
Her agreement came with one film stipulation, according to Fayyad. “She said, ‘I have a 
responsibility to keep saving lives, so please be careful when you film with me. Be careful not to 
distract me from my work.’” 
 
Unable to go to Al Ghouta himself because of the ongoing siege, Fayyad turned his attention to 
putting together a cinematography team to film inside the Cave. His priority was to find people 
with strong backgrounds in photography. As he explains, “A good photographer knows how to 
approach framing, composition, light and shadow. I wanted people whose work had a 
spontaneous feeling. If they had those talents, then I could work with them on the artistic level 
and guide them on the cinematography.” 
 
His search led him to three gifted collaborators: Damascus-born cinematographers Muhammed 
Khair Al Shami, Ammar Sulaiman and Mohammed Eyad.  
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Al Shami had been contemplating making his own documentary about Al Ghouta when he was 
told about Fayyad’s project. He was intrigued by the concept of a film about doctors working in 
underground hospitals and decided to sign on after conversations with Fayyad. “I liked the idea 
of making a film in this strange environment,” Al Shami remarks. “It was a unique approach that 
was strongly related to the story I wanted to tell about a region cut off from the rest of the 
world and besieged for years.” 
 
The three men had never worked on anything like The Cave, which Fayyad conceived as an 
observational, character-driven cinéma vérité documentary, without voice-over or direct-to-
camera interviews. The director wanted his team to follow the characters for extended periods 
of time and record them at work as well as in their personal lives: eating, communicating with 
family, talking with one another. It was unfamiliar territory, and Al Shami notes that there was a 
learning curve on both sides of the camera. “We had to capture the feelings of the characters 
through facial expressions and sound, without the characters acknowledging that there was a 
camera portraying them,” he comments. “This style of filming was new to us and the medical 
staff, which made our work difficult at first.” 
 
Fayyad was able to help the members of his team by sending them examples of the kind of 
footage he was looking for. In late 2016 he travelled to the rebel-held province of Idlib in 
northern Syria. Along with sending them footage as he filmed, Fayyad provided step-by-step 
instructions on the physical manoeuvres needed to achieve the sense of intimacy he wanted. 
“They needed to know how to film in a sensitive way, close to the characters, without intruding 
on them,” Fayyad comments. “So I filmed in that style with other characters inside Idlib and I 
explained to them exactly how I did it. It’s like how a boxer moves. There were three 
movements: from full shot, then left, then right. As you move you get closer and closer until you 
feel like you can touch the character. You keep the camera rolling and it captures the beauty of 
the movement.” 
 
The director and his team established their working method when the trio first shot preliminary 
footage in the Cave in 2017. The cinematographers uploaded footage into small files and 
forwarded it to Fayyad; feedback and detailed discussions of technique would follow and then 
the process would repeat. They also spoke in depth about the intent behind The Cave, the story 
and the women who had chosen to work there, particularly Dr. Amani. “We talked about Dr. 
Amani, and everything that happened around her in this place, what she did, how she saved 
lives, why she stayed there. We talked about her relationships with the different people there,” 
says Fayyad. “Muhammed Khair, Ammar and Mohammad found a personal, emotional 
connection to this story. That’s why they wanted to do the film and that made it a great 
collaboration.” 
 
Fayyad had the team’s preliminary footage stored on his mobile phone when he began travelling 
the 2017 festival circuit with “Last Men in Aleppo.” At the Berlin International Film Festival in 
February, he met Kirstine Barfod, a producer with Danish Documentary Films, a women-owned 
company that is one of Denmark’s most established documentary outfits. Founded in 2007 by 
producer Sigrid Dyekjær and directors Eva Mulvad, Pernille Rose Grønkjær and Mikala Krog, it 
specialises in theatrical releases. 
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“I had been hearing about Kirstine and had seen a film she produced, ‘Venus,’ which I liked very 
much. I had also heard good things about Sigrid,” comments Fayyad. “I showed her the footage I 
had from the Cave when we met in Berlin. The next month Kirstine, Sigrid and I met in 
Copenhagen and started talking about Al Ghouta.” 
 
Barfod and Dyekjær felt Fayyad’s project was a natural fit for them. As Barfod notes, “This was a 
story about a female character battling stereotypes and taking active measures to change her 
environment. Dr. Amani inspired the women on her team to come and work with her at the 
Cave. The story connected with us and connected with the company.” 
 
Dyekjær had seen an early cut of “Last Men in Aleppo” in 2016, when she served as a member 
of the selection committee for the 2017 Edinburgh Film Festival. “When I saw ‘Last Men in 
Aleppo,’ I thought: ‘This material is shot with such a strong directorial vision,’” she remarks. “It 
felt very different from the other films coming out of Syria. It was the kind of film that our 
company does: very visual, strong, author-driven films. Feras isn’t someone who by coincidence 
captures a fantastic story. He’s not a film collector — he’s a film director. There’s a big 
difference.” 
  
Because of Fayyad’s travel schedule, several months passed before he, Barfod and Dyekjær 
could meet again to review the footage Fayyad’s team had shot during that time. “The three of 
us met at Sigrid’s house and looked through the material to evaluate. And we were all just 
amazed. There was no doubt there was a film in this,” says Barfod.   
 
Filmed in Eastern Al Ghouta since 2016 and into March 2018, The Cave immerses its audience in the 
unfamiliar, disorienting environment of the underground. The characters rarely venture aboveground, 
lest they risk being killed in one of the frequent airstrikes by Russian warplanes. Instead, they spend 
most of their lives in artificially lit rooms with their mobile phones as their primary connection to the 
outside world. By showing the range of daily experience, from the harrowing to the mundane, the 
audience can connect with the characters as individual beings in all their complexity. “Of course, the 
bombings and terrible events that happen are powerful and important to capture,” comments Fayyad. 
“But I also wanted to shine a light on the small, quiet details of each day – things that at first glance may 
seem unimportant but that, when looked at with more care, are actually the things that make us 
human.  That enable us to survive.” 
  
The cinematographers faced numerous technical challenges in their work. Because of the 
blockade on goods in Al Ghouta, they didn’t have access to high-quality, sophisticated 
equipment suited to filming in dark, narrow spaces. Says Sulaiman, “We relied on the simple, 
basic equipment that we had. We didn’t have a separate voice recorder. It was also difficult 
because we were filming in an underground hospital with poor lighting in most rooms and 
corridors. If there was a power outage, one of us would turn on our mobile phone light for the 
person who was filming.” 
 
Al Shami notes that the technical handicaps were apt in a certain way: “Filming these types of 
places calls for special camera lenses and other things we didn’t have. But on the other hand, 
these recordings of rooms and corridors reflect the true picture of underground hospitals.” 
 
Al Shami, Sulaiman and Eyad coordinated the workload so there was always someone at the 
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Cave to record the characters going about their days. They also had a strategy in place to ensure 
the three of them would be at the Cave when attacks occurred. “We had to reach the hospital 
before the attacks began,” Al Shami explains. “So we would go directly on our motorcycles when 
we heard the alarm sirens ringing in the sky of the city and the civilians began running in the 
streets and shops closed because of fear of shelling. We started filming from the moment we 
arrived, before anything happened, and then we would film the main characters tending to the 
wounded who were brought in.” 
 
Fayyad and the cinematography team were in continuous communication throughout the shoot 
in Al Ghouta. Normally they had two meetings a day to go over footage and discuss plans for the 
next. The team would upload footage and Fayyad would give them feedback; sometimes they’d 
use the internet in the Cave to open up the camera and show him what they had just filmed. 
They also drew Fayyad a detailed map of the Cave, giving him a solid grasp of the layout, the 
different rooms and the tunnels. And they kept him informed about where the characters spent 
their time on a given day.  
 
Fayyad anticipated that Dr. Amani would become the film’s central character, but there was no 
way to be certain until well into the production. He had the members of his team work with her 
at every opportunity; they followed her in her downtime and private moments as well as during 
her shifts and emergency events, always observing and respecting her rules for safety. He and 
Dr. Amani also kept in touch, and it became evident to him that she and her perspective should 
drive The Cave. “Dr. Amani was the right person because of her humanity, her love for what she 
does, her love for her people and her love for her female colleagues,” the director remarks. 
“Since childhood, she’s been motivated to do something for all the women around her.” 
 
Throughout The Cave, we see Dr. Amani act on her convictions. In one scene, she gently draws a 
bashful little girl into conversation, planting a seed in her mind about what she could be when 
she grows up. Dr. Amani spoke with all the children who came to her clinic but allows that she 
paid special attention to little girls, for whom the future was still a far-off topic. “In our society, 
women are expected to get married when they are teenagers,” she explains. “Most men and 
fathers tell girls: ‘You’ll get married. You’ll go to your husband’s home.’ But at this stage of their 
lives, girls haven’t heard men talking about marriage yet. This is the time to tell them about their 
strength. It’s so important to encourage them. They need that.” 
 
Within the Cave, Dr. Amani had the stalwart support of the two senior male doctors, Dr. Salim 
and Dr. Khalid. They recognised her talents and encouraged her to stand for election to the 
position of hospital manager in 2016. No woman had ever held that position. Dr. Amani 
recognised the significant step her election would mean. She also knew it would be an 
enormously difficult, demanding and stressful job, and that she would encounter hostility from 
the men of her conservative community.  
 
“To be the manager of this hospital was a challenge for me,” Dr. Amani acknowledges. “It’s very, 
very hard to run a hospital in a besieged area where people are starving. Men would refuse to 
talk to me when they learned I was the manager, or they would say I had to stay home. It was 
frustrating. But someone has to be the first, and I knew I could do the job. And at the end of the 
two years, some men changed their minds towards me. Some of them admitted that I was very 
good at my job. That was a very strange moment for me.” 
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Also figuring prominently in the film is Dr. Amani’s colleague, Samaher, an energetic nurse who 
delights in cooking for the staff and devises clever solutions to deal with the shortage of kitchen 
staples and ingredients. Although a previous bomb attack on the Cave has left her memory-
impaired, traumatised and fearful, she is reliably cheerful and very funny.  
 
Barfod notes that Samaher, like Dr. Amani, contributed something essential to the hospital and 
to the film. “Samaher is great,” she affirms. “Amani is the leader and of course is extremely 
focused on the patients coming in. Whereas Samaher is like the mother hen of the crew, feeding 
all the workers. She has a great sense of humour. She is very emotional and very warm — and 
strong. She brought a lot of light to everything that was going on.” 
 
Fayyad agrees. “Samaher is so fun and charismatic. She gives so much to everyone, but also she 
has opinions. She is suffering from trauma and you can feel how sensitive and alert she is to any 
sound, to any movement that happens around her. We’d ask ourselves, ‘How does this woman 
continue to do this work?’ But this is her power, her strength, her courage. She fights her 
trauma to continue to do what she does until the last minute, without giving up. She can teach 
us so much about how you can deal with inhuman and dangerous conditions around you. That 
you should keep smiling, you should enjoy your life, you should cook.” 
 
The director found some of the film’s most moving passages to be the periods of time that Dr. Amani 
and Dr. Alaa spent together. Both were about 30 years old when the film was shot, and both had given 
up their studies to help the people of Eastern Al Ghouta. “Their friendship brings something important 
to the film,” Fayyad reflects. “Amani and Alaa need each other and there’s a deep emotional connection 
between them. They have fears about how much the war and passage of time has affected them, and 
affected their beauty and their capacity for joy. When Amani and Alaa talk about things like putting on 
mascara, that’s how they remember that they are still women, and they will have lives after the war. It’s 
so simple yet so powerful.” 
 
It is primarily through the eyes of his colleagues that we come to know Dr. Salim, an even-
tempered, quietly humorous man who interacts easily with everybody in the hospital. He has 
championed Dr. Amani as leader and firmly yet diplomatically challenges men who see her as 
less than equal. Like Samaher, with whom he works closely, Dr. Salim has a survival strategy that 
relies on a personal passion: classical music. His preferred composers are Russians dissidents of 
the Stalin era — not a coincidental choice, given that Russian warplanes are raining death and 
destruction on the land. “Salim is an amazing man, very liberal and open-minded,” says Fayyad. 
“Music is his way of creating happiness and it’s also his way of resistance. And we tried to use 
that to tell his story.” 
 
By the beginning of 2018, the situation in Eastern Al Ghouta had grown very dire. Assad and his 
Russian allies escalated their offensive to reclaim the territory in February 2018, with a 
campaign of relentless aerial and ground bombardment that included the use of chemical 
agents. The Cave captures the harrowing final days of the hospital, which was shut down by the 
Syrian government when it regained control of the region.  
 
Following the closing of the hospital, Dr. Amani and her colleagues became part of the 
involuntary exodus to opposition-held Idlib, which itself was coming under heavy bombardment. 
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Fayyad travelled to Idlib to resume filming with Drs. Amani, Alaa and Salim, who were now 
refugees. He followed Dr. Amani as she moved into a new place and tried to find work in the 
area’s hospitals. He filmed for 30 days in Idlib, shooting about 200 hours of crucial material to 
use in The Cave and future films.  
 
Ultimately, Dr. Amani made the difficult decision to leave Syria. Like hundreds of thousands of 
Syrian refugees before and after her, she crossed the Eastern Mediterranean to reach the safety 
of Europe. The Cave ends with a sequence filmed in that same stretch of the Eastern 
Mediterranean, home to the sunken wreckage of previous wars, including World War II. 
 
Coming after a film shot almost entirely underground, the underwater footage carries levels of meaning. 
Says Fayyad, “Crossing the sea will carry Amani to a safe place, but this route also holds painful 
memories of wars and natural disasters. The camera descends and then it rises towards the surface, 
towards air and light. Despite everything, there is space for hope and a better future, but it can be 
achieved only through justice.” 
 
POSTPRODUCTION 
 
Postproduction on The Cave was a lengthy, complicated process. Several hundred hours of 
footage had been shot between the end of 2016 and mid 2018. 
 
Fayyad gave the same brief to his chief collaborators: film editors Per Kirkegaard and Denniz Göl 
Bertelsen, sound designer Peter Albrechtsen and composer Matthew Herbert. “I needed them 
to create a fresh, unique environment for this film, something that people hadn’t seen or 
experienced before,” he says. “I needed audiences to feel that they were in the shoes of the 
character. I wanted them [the postproduction crew] to bring something from within themselves 
and be unlimited in their creativity. And they all did that.” 
 
During production Fayyad had begun to see the Cave as a kind of alternate universe. Beneath 
the earth, inside the Cave, Dr. Amani and her female colleagues had claimed for themselves the 
freedom, authority and agency that they were denied in the patriarchal society that ruled 
aboveground. The underground became a space to explore a different, better approach to 
survival.  
 
Fayyad carried that idea into his editing discussions with Kirkegaard and Göl Bertelsen. “I 
wanted to show the Cave as a world of innovation and inspiration for surviving as humans,” he 
explains. “It reminded me of science fiction films because they’re about truth and searching for 
a higher level of meaning in the lives of humans, what brings us together, what makes us 
different from each other. We started with the idea of ‘2001: A Space Odyssey,’ in thinking 
about the world of the characters and how we could bring a cinematic feel to this footage.” 
 
Of course, Feras, Kirkegaard and Göl Bertelsen also focused on selecting the footage that best 
conveyed what their characters witnessed and what they felt inside. Said Feras, “The main 
character in the film is Dr. Amani. So how can we show how Dr. Amani thinks, how we can see 
and experience through her eyes? This is what we tried to bring into the film.” 
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Perspective was also a key consideration in Fayyad’s collaboration with Albrechtsen. Fayyad 
wanted the sound design to reflect how the characters experience what they hear. As he 
describes it, “The sound that we hear is not just the sound in the real world that you’d try to 
reproduce exactly if you were a journalist. It’s heard by people who are suffering from trauma. 
With Dr. Amani and Samaher, we wanted the audience to feel the silence and then feel how any 
sound can be scary. Sometimes you don’t hear the bomb but you hear the shaking, like you 
might hear in your house when a train is passing.” 
 
Fayyad and Albrechtsen also sought to capture a particular sense of menace for the sound of the 
unseen Russian warplanes. “When warplanes are coming very close, you feel like monsters are 
coming to eat you, not just bomb you. Peter collected actual sounds of Russian warplanes and 
then mixed that with sounds that he recorded. Then he built more sound on that, and it was 
very effective.” 
 
Fayyad was a fan of Herbert’s score for “A Fantastic Woman” and also admired the composer’s 
eclecticism. “Matthew has an experimental side and a classical side, which is what I needed for 
the environment of this film,” he comments. “I wanted the music to have two different modes: 
the simple and the epic. The epic to evoke all the obstacles the characters face, the environment 
that surrounds them, the fear, what they face in daily life. And the simple to speak to the 
emotional elements of the film.” 
 
The subterranean hospital is gone, but The Cave exists as a record of the extraordinary haven 
that a brave group of doctors — women and men — built beneath the earth’s surface. “In 
mythology and literature, the underground is where people suffer and kill,” Fayyad reflects. “But 
Dr. Amani and her fellow doctors turned the underground into a place of surviving, where these 
incredible women did something every day to change their society.” 
 
Asked about her hopes for The Cave, Dr. Amani is characteristically direct. “I want this film to be 
a step on the way towards justice; maybe we’ll achieve justice one day. I want to tell the 
younger generation of Syrians, the children of Syrians, the truth of what happened here. And I 
especially want the women in my country to know that they are strong. They can challenge the 
restrictions; they can do what they want to do. I tried to say to all the women that I saw, all the 
time, ‘Don’t care about the society, about what people will say about you. You have to do what 
you love. Just believe in yourself.’ One day, things will change. Society will change.” 
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ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS 
 
FERAS FAYYAD (Director, Co-Writer) 
 
Feras Fayyad is an award-winning filmmaker who has received particular recognition for his 
work on contemporary Syrian issues and the political transformation of the Arab world. His most 
recent film, “Last Men in Aleppo,” earned him a 2018 Academy Award nomination and an Emmy 
for Best Documentary Feature. The film followed a small group of volunteer rescue workers with 
the White Helmets civil defense organisation. “Last Men in Aleppo” premiered at the 2017 
Sundance Film Festival, where it won the Grand Jury Prize in the World Cinema Documentary 
competition. The film went on to screen at festivals around the globe and received another 18 
international awards, including Best World Cinema Minneapolis St. Paul International Film 
Festival, Audience Award Washington DC International Film Festival, Best World Cinema 
Sarasota Film Festival, a Peabody Award and the Critics’ Choice Award. 
 
Fayyad was born in Syria in 1984. He holds a Bachelor of Arts in audio-visual arts and filmmaking 
from The International Film and Television School EICAR in Paris. He has directed and edited 
several films, both documentaries and fiction. His other films include the feature documentary 
“My Escape” and television documentaries “Between the Fighter in Syria” and “Wide Shot-Close 
Shot.” He also produced, co-wrote and edited the award-winning short film “One Day in Aleppo” 
directed by Ali Alibrahim and is a member of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. 
 
KIRSTINE BARFOD (Producer) 
 
Kirstine Barfod has an extensive background in filmmaking and has produced and co-produced 
several feature documentaries and series and short fiction films. She is currently working with the 
Oscar-nominated director Feras Fayyad (“Last Men in Aleppo,” The Cave) on his third feature 
documentary, “The Mystery of Epilogue.” Other forthcoming films are the feature documentary 
“Family Apart,” by Mira Jargil and the documentary series “Absolute Beginners,” by Thora 
Lorentzen. Previous credits include the acclaimed feature documentary “Venus,” by Mette Carla 
Albrechtsen and Lea Glob (Audience Award, 2017 IndieLisboa International Independent Film 
Festival); the feature documentary “Born to Lose,” by Palle Demant; and the comedic short 
“Euroman,” by Gavriil Tzafkas. She is a member of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. 
 
SIGRID DYEKJÆR (Producer) 
 
A leading figure in Denmark’s film industry, Sigrid Dyekjær has produced over 30 documentary 
features in the past 17 years. She is a co-founder of the respected production company Danish 
Documentary Productions, which she established in 2007 with directors Eva Mulvad, Pernille 
Rose Grønkjær and Mikala Krogh.  
 
Her most recent credits include Viktor Kossakovsky’s acclaimed “Aquarela,” released in the 
United States by Sony Classics in August 2019; Jørgen Leth’s “I Walk”; Mulvad’s “A Cherry Tale,” 
“Love Child” and “A Modern Man”; Grønkjær’s “Hunting for Hedonia” and “Comedian Mind”; 
Jacob Thuesen and Tómas Gislason’s “The Missing Films”; “Alina Rudnitskaya’s “School of 
Seduction”; and Max Kestner’s “Woman Two Steps in Front of Me.” 
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Dyekjær has produced numerous films for her director partners in Danish Documentary 
Productions, among them Krogh’s “A Year of Hope,” “The Newsroom: Off the Record,” “A 
Normal Life” (winner of the Audience Award at 2012 CPH:DOX ), “Cairo Garbage/Cities on 
Speed” and “Everything Is Relative”; Grønkjær’s “Love Addict” and “The Monastery: Mr. Vig and 
the Nun” (2008 Bodil Award, Independent Spirit and European Film Awards nominee); and 
Mulvad’s “The Castle” and “The Good Life” (CPH:DOX Doc Alliance Award). 
 
Other notable credits are Andreas Johnsen’s “Bugs” and “Ai Weiwei: The Fake Case” (2014 
winner of the Danish Film Critics Association Bodil Award for Best Documentary and 2013 IDFA 
nominee for feature-length documentary); Phie Ambo’s “Free the Mind” and “Mechanical 
Love”; and Kestner’s “Amateurs in Space.” She was executive producer on “Ballroom Dancer” 
(winner of Nordic Panorama 2012, Special Mention at Tribeca Film Festival and Best 
Documentary Film at Raindance 2012 [UK], and opened Taiwan Film Festival). 
 
In 2015 Dyekjær was recognised with The Ib Award, given by Danish directors to honor the best 
producer in the Danish film industry. She teaches at the National Film School of Denmark and at 
DOK Incubator, an initiative supported by Media; she also holds master class lectures at film 
schools around the world and courses in documentary filmmaking like “Bridging the Gap.” In 
2014 she produced both Krogh’s “The Newsroom: Off the Record,” about the inner workings of 
a major Danish newspaper, and Oscar nominee Hanna Polak’s “Something Better to Come.” Her 
work on these films earned her a 2016 Producers Guild of America nomination for Outstanding 
Producer of Documentary. She is a member of the PGA and Academy of Motion Picture Arts and 
Sciences. 
 
ALISAR HASAN (Writer) 
 
Alisar Hasan is a Syrian journalist, writer and producer. She produced the 2013 short film “Untold 
Stories,” which screened at the Locarno Film Festival and CPH:DOX. 
 
MUHAMMED KHAIR AL SHAMI (Cinematographer) 
 
Born and raised in Damascus, Muhammed Khair Al Shami is a video journalist, production 
coordinator and cinematographer. As a video journalist, he works for several international 
media and television companies, including Getty Images, BBC World, Al Jazeera English, TRT 
World, Anadolu news agency and AFP.  
 
AMMAR SULAIMAN (Cinematographer) 
 
Born and raised in Damascus, Ammar Sulaiman is a video journalist who works for several 
international media and television companies, including BBC World, Al Jazeera English, TRT 
World, Anadolu news agency and AFP.  
 
MOHAMMED EYAD (Cinematographer) 
 
Born and raised in Damascus, Mohammed Eyad is a video journalist who works for several 
international media and television companies, including BBC World, Al Jazeera English, TRT 
World, Anadolu news agency and AFP.  
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PETER ALBRECHTSEN (Sound Designer) 
 
Peter Albrechtsen is a Danish sound designer and music supervisor based in Copenhagen, where 
he works on both feature films and documentaries. His recent credits include the smash 
Norwegian thriller “Thelma” and the Cannes Award-winning Finnish feature “The Happiest Day 
in the Life of Olli Mäki.” He also worked as a sound effects recording mixer and sound effects 
recordist on Christopher Nolan’s “Dunkirk.” 
 
His recent documentary credits include the festival favourites “Bill Nye: Science Guy,” 
“Transformations” (aka “Land of the Free”) and “True Conviction.” In 2018 he was invited to 
become a member of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. Along with his sound 
work, Albrechtsen has worked as a music supervisor and has collaborated closely with globally 
acclaimed musicians such as Antony and the Johnsons, Jóhann Jóhannsson and Efterklang. 
 
PER KIRKEGAARD (Editor) 
 
Per Kirkegaard is one of the most established editors in the Danish film industry. He has edited 
numerous critically acclaimed documentaries and features. Among his credits is “Accused,” 
winner of the European Film Academy Discovery Prix Fassbinder. 
 
His latest credits include the feature “Borg vs. McEnroe” and the documentaries “The 
Kingmaker,” by Lauren Greenfield, and “That Summer,” by Gören Hugo Olson. Other credits 
include the television documentary “Armadillo,” which earned him an Emmy for best editing of 
a long-format documentary, and “Chuck Norris vs. Communism,” selected for the Sundance Film 
Festival World Cinema Documentary competition. 
 
Kirkegaard is renowned for his musically attuned editing style, his precision as a storyteller, his 
loyalty to the projects he engages in and his unique eye for the poetic yet specific. For the past 
four years, he has been one of the lecturers at dok.incubator, a documentary rough cut 
workshop in Europe. 
 
MATTHEW HERBERT (Composer) 
 
Matthew Herbert is a prolific and accomplished musician, artist, producer and writer whose range of 
innovative works extends from more than 30 albums including Ivor Novello-nominated film scores (“Life 
in a Day”) as well as music for the theatre, Broadway, TV, games and radio. He has twice collaborated 
with acclaimed director Sebastian Leilo, composing the scores for the Academy Award-winning “A 
Fantastic Woman” and the recent “Gloria Bell.” Herbert has performed around the world, from the 
Sydney Opera House to the Hollywood Bowl, in various guises: as a solo artist, as a DJ and with a host of 
musicians, including his own 18-piece big band.  
 
He has remixed iconic artists including Quincy Jones, Serge Gainsbourg and Ennio Morricone, and has 
worked closely over several years with musical acts as diverse as Björk and Dizzee Rascal. He was 
sampled by J Dilla for Slum Village, and his composition “Café de Flore” inspired the film of the same 
name by Jean-Marc Vallee. He has produced other artists, such as Roisin Murphy, The Invisible, Micachu 
and Merz, and released some of these works alongside others on his own label, Accidental Records. He 
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also founded NX records with Goldsmiths University to support the release of music from alumni and 
others.  
 
While Herbert has collaborated with such notables as chef Heston Blumenthal, playwrights Caryl 
Churchill and Duncan Macmillan, theater director Lyndsey Turner, musician Arto Lindsay and 
writer Will Self, he is best known for working with sound, turning ordinary or so-called found 
sound into electronic music. His most celebrated work, “ONE PIG,” followed the life of a pig 
from birth to plate and beyond. He is relaunching an online Museum of Sound and is the 
creative director of the new Radiophonic Workshop for the BBC. His debut play, “The Hush,” 
was performed at the National Theatre and his debut opera, “The Crackle,” at the Royal Opera 
House. His debut book, called “The Music,” was published in 2018. 
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ABOUT THE FILM SUBJECTS 

 
Dr. Amani Ballour  
 
A natural leader and problem solver, Dr. Amani Ballour was only 29 when her colleagues elected her to 
oversee the Cave in 2016. As director, Dr. Amani contended with the grave realities specific to running a 
hospital under siege conditions: finding solutions to equipment and medicine shortages; protecting the 
structure itself by adding aboveground and underground fortifications; and, above all, ensuring the 
safety of patients and staff. Meanwhile, she continued to work as a paediatrician, tending to the 
constant stream of sick and injured children who needed treatment. She also assisted in surgery. 
 
Dr. Amani is a compassionate and reassuring figure to the infants and children she treats, and to their 
parents. She fights back against the patriarchal conservatism that designates women as weak and 
inferior to men, and is staunchly committed to standing up for women’s rights to live and work as they 
choose. She lives her beliefs, too, whether she’s encouraging little girls to see themselves as important 
and capable, or offering jobs to civilian women who need a means of income.  
 
Dr. Amani was born and raised in Eastern Al Ghouta and completed her general medical studies at the 
University of Damascus in 2012. She began studying for her specialty in paediatrics but abandoned her 
studies to help the people of Al Ghouta, who were coming under attack from the Assad regime. She 
began treating children — particularly those who were injured under bombardment in remote areas of 
the province — in emergency rooms. She began working at the Cave in 2013. 
 
The 2013 chemical attack on Al Ghouta altered Dr. Amani’s life and perspective as she worked in rescue 
and relief operations. She kept detailed journals about the attack and the days that followed, and wrote 
and blogged about the attack’s impact on people and the environment. She was forcibly displaced to 
northern Syria in 2018 and currently lives in Turkey. 
 
Samaher   
 
Lively, funny and warm, nurse Samaher is the Cave’s mother hen. She’s also a hard worker who knows 
how to stand up for herself. She sustained a head injury in one of the attacks on the Cave; as a result, 
she suffers from partial amnesia. She generally makes light of her condition with her colleagues but 
remains deeply fearful of another attack.  
 
Samaher studied and received several trainings in professional nursing before the start of the Syrian 
conflict. At the beginning of the uprising in 2011, she and her sister assisted in rescuing injured 
protestors. When the regime started targeting medical professionals, her pro-Assad brother-in-law 
reported his wife, Samaher’s sister, to the authorities. Samaher and her husband left for Jordan in 2012 
to avoid arrest. But with rising numbers of severely injured Syrians arriving in Jordan, Samaher felt a 
responsibility to contribute to relief efforts. She returned to Syria in 2013 and began working at the 
Cave.  
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Dr. Salim Namour 
 
Dr. Salim Namour is the oldest doctor working at the Cave, as well as the most experienced. In the early 
days of the 2011 uprising, he adopted a pseudonym, Sakhr, which means “rock.” And he is very much 
the rock his colleagues can always count on: calm, supportive, loyal. He is a good friend and adviser to 
Dr. Amani, and he makes it clear to everyone that he respects and believes in her. He also works closely 
with Samaher as he performs the most difficult surgeries at the Cave, always with classical music playing 
on his mobile phone.  
 
Dr. Salim is a general surgeon and previously volunteered in the medical rescue and relief of civilian 
victims of the Iraq war as well as the Lebanese-Israeli war in 2006. When the uprising in Syria began in 
2011, he treated injured protestors and adopted the pseudonym Sakhr to avoid being identified by the 
Assad regime and its supporters. He was one of the most active doctors in Al Ghouta after the 2013 
chemical weapons attack. He provided testimony to the United Nations and human rights organisations 
that investigated the attacks. The siege of Eastern Al Ghouta separated him from his wife and four 
children, who were living in regime-controlled Damascus.  
 
Dr. Alaa  
 
Quiet and shy, Dr. Alaa is dedicated to her work. She completed her medical studies at the University of 
Damascus and was studying for her specialty in paediatrics when the uprising began in 2011. She was 
forced to abandon her studies when the regime took over university medical centres. She volunteered 
at field hospitals and treated injured protestors. Dr. Alaa was working in Al Ghouta when it came under 
siege and went to work with Dr. Amani and Samaher after the Cave was established. She continued her 
studies in paediatrics on her own to complete her specialisation. She is currently living and working in 
the northern region of Syria which is under Turkish protection. 
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Feras Fayyad 
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Kirstine Barfod 
Sigrid Dyekjær 
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Alisar Hasan 
Feras Fayyad 
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Ammar Suleiman 
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Editors 

Per K. Kirkegaard 
Denniz Göl Bertelsen 

 
Music By 

Matthew Herbert 
 

Sound Designer 
Peter Albrechtsen 

 
Re-recording Mixers 

Lars Ginzel 
Tim Nielsen 

 
Co-Producers 
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Chadi Abo / HeCat Studios 

Michelle Stapleton / Madams Films 
 

Production Company 
Danish Documentary 

 
Executive Producers 

Carolyn Bernstein 
Ryan Harrington 

Matt Renner 
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Executive Producers 

Eva Mulvad 
Pernille Rose Grønkjær 

Mikala Krogh 
Sigrid Dyekjær  

 
Original Song 

 
Written by 

Alisar Hasan 
Feras Fayyad 

 
Vocals by 
Racha Rizk 
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