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LOGLINE:

In the wake of unimaginable loss, three Syrian refugees turn to their love of Sufi music.

SHORT SYNOPSIS

Shot initially in Syria prior to the civil war, Wajd offers a window into the lives of three 

Syrian musicians turned refugees. Forced to rebuild their lives in exile, they turn to their 

love of Sufi music to find meaning in the aftermath of destruction and atrocity.

MEDIUM SYNOPSIS

Inspired by the traditional sacred music of Syria, filmmaker Amar Chebib travelled to 

Damascus and Aleppo in 2010. Six months later the revolution began, escalating into a 

bloody civil war and the largest humanitarian crisis of our time. Touched by the harrowing 

experiences of the friends he made, Wajd transformed into the stories of three musicians 

turned refugees.

Over five years, we witness the struggles of Ibrahim, Abdulwahed, and Mohamed as they 

face their traumatic past. Forced to rebuild their lives in exile, they turn to their love of music 

to help them find meaning in the aftermath of destruction and atrocity. Intimate footage of 

their daily lives weaves together with bittersweet musical performances, extremely rare Sufi 

ceremonies, and poetic imagery of a pre-war Syria that no longer exists. What unfolds is a 

cinematic meditation on loss, yearning, and faith.
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FULL SYNOPSIS (DOXA)

After the trauma, turmoil, and dislocation of war, how does one begin to pick up the pieces 

and heal? In 2010, Syrian-Canadian filmmaker Amar Chebib headed to Syria, just months 

before chaos broke out, to film a short documentary about traditional Sufi music. Five years 

later, the friends he encountered on his trip are dispersed around Europe, and have become 

refugees like so many others who were forced to flee Aleppo. Wajd: Songs of Separation 

introduces us to three men—Ibrahim, Abdulwahed, and Mohamad—all talented musicians, 

who are re-assembling their lives in Turkey and Holland while they await uncertain futures. 

What unites them all is a love of Syrian music and a devotion to their country.

Ibrahim and Abdulwahed recover from the loss of loved ones and imprisonment by 

finding a music teacher to help them channel their creative energies and nostalgia for 

home; Mohamad, living in a Syrian refugee house in the Netherlands, anxiously awaits his 

family’s arrival while commiserating over all that has been left behind. Chebib’s film is a 

moving testament to both the heartbreak and loss of civil war, and also the resilience of the 

individuals at its centre. It is also a beautiful meditation on the healing and life-affirming 

power of music and creative expression. While each man has witnessed unspeakable horrors 

and suffered terrible pain, they find connection and balm in the lyrics and melodies of their 

homeland.

“Chebib crafts a constellation of experience where narrative time oscillates between the 

sweeping, rare footage of pre-war Syria’s cultural majesty, and into present-day formations 

of refugee life.”

- Arab Film & Media Institute
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Ibrahim, a fun-loving and talented percussionist in his 
early twenties, grew up listening to the melodic Sufi 
chants of Aleppo. Passionate about the preservation 
of this ancient spiritual music, Ibrahim founded Nawa 
Ensemble in his late teens. The group was forced to 
disband with the start of the conflict and Ibrahim 
moved to Gaziantep, Turkey, less than 100 km away 
from Aleppo. He shares a small humble apartment 
with his wise music master, Sheikh Seif, and dreams of 
ways to keep this rare music alive.

Abdulwahed, a young, philosophical musician, was 
born in a Palestinian refugee camp in Damascus. 
Drawn to the streets in the early days of the uprising, he 
was soon detained by the Syrian Regime. Abdulwahed 
was eventually released and moved to Turkey to start a 
new life. There he sought solace in music, studying with 
Sheikh Seif and later with renowned oud master Necati 
Celik. Still haunted by his traumatic experiences, his 
wrestles with questions of identity and his place in the 
world.

Mohamad, a devout music lover, lived a calm life 
running a cafe in Aleppo prior to the revolution. Like 
Ibrahim, Mohamad was a disciplined student of the 
enigmatic music teacher, Sheikh Seif. With the start of 
the war, he threw himself into humanitarian work until 
it was no longer safe for him and his family to remain. 
He escorted his wife and daughters to Beirut, took a 
refugee boat to Greece, and sought asylum in Holland. 
Awaiting his family’s arrival in a rural refugee centre, 
he passes time practicing oud and contemplating his 
transformed relationship to life.

FILM SUBJECTS
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 Initially I wanted to make a film about traditional music in Syria and its connection 

to Sufism, the mystical dimension of Islam. My father is from Damascus and I spent 

significant time there since I was a child. I remember going to the mosque and noticing the 

sharp contrast in atmosphere from the Persian Gulf, where I primarily grew up and where 

Salafi-Wahhabi Islam dominates. In Syria, everything was much more poetic and melodic. 

Even the call-to-prayer would often have vocal improvisations preceding it. Later, when I 

became interested in traditional music, I learned that this was because of how integrated 

Sufism was in mainstream Sunni Islam in Syria. I developed a deep personal interest in this 

subject and so in the summer of 2010 I went to Damascus and Aleppo to study music and 

to make a short documentary. I shot a series of performances, ceremonies, and interviews 

with a variety of different musicians, musicologists, Sufi practitioners, and met many 

wonderful and generous people. I returned to Canada in the fall and just six months later 

the revolution began.

 After escalating into a bloody civil war and the largest refugee crisis of our time, I 

decided to completely change the direction of the film to capture the stories of the musicians 

I had met in Syria. I stayed in contact with several of them, and once they were outside 

the country, I travelled to film with them in Turkey and Europe. I made these trips alone, 

without a film crew with me, partially for budgetary reasons, but also to preserve a certain 

intimacy with the film subjects who had become my close friends. I was interested to know 

what happened to them, the people that we knew, and the places where we had spent time 

together. Needless to say, much of the Old City of Aleppo was reduced to rubble, everyone 

had lost family and friends, and each of them were left with deep scars. However the 

questions I was most interested in were: What impact did all this have on their relationship 

to life? How do they now relate to themselves and to others? What does music now mean 

to them? Much of the music they played had deep spiritual significance and centred on 

Sufi feelings of wajd, ecstatic longing to return to the world of spirit. Therefore, I also gave 

importance to these feelings which seemed to be much more pronounced and poignant for 

them in their new lives as refugees.

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT
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 This film is composed of our intimate moments together, their music, and the 

material recorded in Syria before the war. It is purposefully loosely structured as a miniplot, 

weaving between different times, places, and people, developing thematically rather than 

sequentially. It is not intended to be a political film, but rather to explore these spiritual and 

philosophical themes through music, poetry, and the lives of the musicians, which were 

shaped by contemporary events in Syria. My hope is that it serves as a remembrance of what 

once was and what will always be.
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FILM TEAM

Amar Chebib - Director / Producer / Cinematographer / Editor

Syrian-Canadian filmmaker Amar Chebib began making videos in his youth while 
growing up between the Middle East and North America. He graduated from the 
Vancouver Film School in 2006 and has since directed various short films, music 
videos, and commercials around the world. Amar currently resides in Vancouver 
where works on both branded and independent projects through his production 
company, Luminus Films. Wajd is his first feature length documentary.

Dima Alansari - Producer

With a MA in Film from Goldsmiths, University of London, Dima Alansari has 
been producing documentaries since 2006. In 2008 she co-produced the 2D Imax 
film Journey to Mecca narrated by Ben Kingsley which was distributed by the 
National Geographic and received numerous awards. When not producing Dima 
also acts, teaches, and writes between Vancouver and Beirut.

Lindsey Ridgway - Producer

With her background in contemporary art, communications, and marketing, 
Lindsey has been combining her skills with her love of filmmaking since 2012. 
Since joining Luminus Films in 2015, Lindsey has produced a series of short 
documentaries and branded content with Amar including People Make Vancouver 
and the City of Vancouver’s Renewable City Series. Lindsey currently lives and 
works in Vancouver.
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Q&A WITH AMAR CHEBIB

The characters in your film have endured significant trauma. Was it difficult to discuss 
this with them?

I had already developed close relationships with Ibrahim and Mohamad in Syria before 

the war, therefore they were ready to talk about their experiences with me. However, with 

Abdulwahed, who I met later in Istanbul, some time was required to build trust before 

he felt comfortable opening up on-camera. Initially he was very reticent to speak about 

his involvement in the civil uprisings and his subsequent imprisonment. Therefore I 

tried to be as sensitive and respectful as possible. But over time, we became friends and 

he started opening up more. In fact, the last scene where he speaks about being tortured 

was completely unsolicited by me. He just started talking about it candidly which actually 

surprised me. I think traumatic experiences like that have a way of surfacing on their own 

when the circumstances are right. My job was simply to create space, listen, and gently 

inquire when appropriate.
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Why are there almost no women in the film? 

In Islam, single men and women generally don’t intermingle in the private sphere, and 

although Syria is much more liberal than somewhere like Saudi Arabia, the religious 

musical context I chose to focus on was rather conservative. Therefore my access was 

restricted to male Sufi circles in Syria. However, part of the lack of women in the film was 

also circumstantial. After becoming refugees and having their families splintered, the film 

subjects were separated from their wives, mothers, and daughters.

What does the title Wajd mean? And why “Songs of Separation”?

Wajd is an Arabic word that refers to spiritual feeling. It is used primarily in a Sufi context 

to refer to intense feelings of love, longing, and ecstasy arising from listening to music and 

poetry. It is also closely tied to zikr, the individual and collective remembrance of God 

through various invocations of sacred names. The purpose of all of this in Sufi philosophy 

and practice is to become closer to, and ultimately lose oneself in, the Beloved, who we have 

been separated from. This is exemplified in the opening lines of Rumi’s masterwork, the 

Mathnawi:

Listen to the reed and the tale it tells, 

how it sings of separation:

Ever since I was cut from the reed bed, 

my wail has caused men and women to weep.

I want a heart that is torn open with longing 

so that I might share the pain of this love.

Whoever has been parted from his source 

longs to return to that state of union.

This notion of wajd is what initially inspired me to make a film about Sufi music in Syria. Of 

course, after the Syrian revolution and exile of over five million refugees, this concept also 

took on another dimension for the the film.
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Place plays a large role in this film. Can you speak to that as well as about the locations, 

particularly those of pre-war Syria?

Syrians are generally very proud of the historical importance of their region as the “cradle 

of civilization”. Damascus and Aleppo were both important stops along the Silk Road, the 

former being the seat of the Umayyad Caliphate, and the latter once the third largest city 

of the Ottoman Empire. There is great  archaeological and architectural heritage across this 

region of which its people are very proud. Ibrahim and Mohamad are both deeply attached 

to the Old City of Aleppo that they nostalgically remember as bustling with life and colour. 

Unfortunately, many of these historical sites have either been damaged or completely 

destroyed by the war. Therefore, in the film I draw upon flashbacks coupled with musical 

reveries to these beautiful places that we captured in 2010. These are then contrasted with 

the subjects’ new lives as refugees in Turkey and Holland. I strived to weave these different 

places, whether physical or emotional, into this mosaic of remembrance.

What about the music itself? Is it endangered?

Syrian traditional music was already on the decline before the war. This music is primarily 

an oral tradition passed down through a master-student relationship that modern life 

doesn’t afford the time nor the patience for anymore. 

Despite this, Aleppo still had a strong music scene in 2010 and was widely respected 

throughout the Arab world for its importance in traditional music. This was primarily 

because there was the large number  of Ottoman-era Sufi lodges still effectively functioning 

as music conservatories, where musical scales and repertoires were orally passed down for 

hundreds of years. 

However, since the war began, all the important lodges I know of were forced to close, either 

from aerial bombardment, or due to Islamic extremists hostile to both Sufism and music 

in general. In addition, most of the musicians themselves have fled Aleppo and become 

refugees in various countries, each carrying little pieces of the musical tradition with them.



Wajd: Songs of Separation - Press Notes 11

Why is this music important to Ibrahim, Mohamad, and Abdulwahed?

I think the music is deeply meaningful firstly because is has deep spiritual significance 

and can serve as zikr, remembrance of the beloved. Now this has taken another dimension 

after being separated from Syria where they likely will not be able to return for a very 

long time, if ever. This music connects them to their homeland as they begin their lives as 

refugees in foreign countries. Perhaps most importantly, it touches them on an emotional 

level and as Ibrahim says in the film, “...has become medicine for a wound.” They were each 

deeply traumatized through the horrors they experienced in Syria. Having this music that 

they can partake in both individually and collectively is incredibly healing and energy-

releasing, and I think that becomes clear in the film.
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“Syria, before and after: documentary follows three musicians scattered by war”

CBC News - Article (English)

Syrian-Canadian director filmmaker Amar Chebib talks about his new documentary 

“Wajd: Songs of Separation”

CBC North By Northwest - Audio Interview (English - starts 15:30)

“‘Endangered’ music the focus of Canadian documentary following musicians amid 

Syrian civil war”

Toronto Star - Article (English)

“The story of Sufi music in Aleppo transformed into that of three refugees”

Al-Hurra / Irfaa Sawtak - Video Interview (Arabic)

“Amar Chebib, WAJD - SONGS OF SEPARATION | Arabian Sights 2018”

Washington DC International Film Festival - Video Interview (English)

“Le documentaire WAJD: la guerre en Syrie, la musique et l’exil”

Radio Canada - Audio Interview (French)

PRESS

http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/wajd-songs-of-separation-doxa-film-festival-1.4650940
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/wajd-songs-of-separation-doxa-film-festival-1.4650940
https://www.cbc.ca/listen/shows/north-by-northwest/episode/15542504
https://www.cbc.ca/listen/shows/north-by-northwest/episode/15542504
https://www.thestar.com/vancouver/2018/05/08/endangered-music-the-focus-of-canadian-documentary-following-musicians-amid-syrian-civil-war.html
https://www.thestar.com/vancouver/2018/05/08/endangered-music-the-focus-of-canadian-documentary-following-musicians-amid-syrian-civil-war.html
https://www.thestar.com/vancouver/2018/05/08/endangered-music-the-focus-of-canadian-documentary-following-musicians-amid-syrian-civil-war.html
https://www.irfaasawtak.com/a/467599.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z_mMk6ZzWp0
https://ici.radio-canada.ca/premiere/emissions/les-samedis-du-monde/segments/chronique/98811/wajd-syrie-guerre-musique-exil
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MAIN CREDITS

Directed, Filmed & Edited by

AMAR CHEBIB

Produced by

LINDSEY RIDGWAY

DIMA ALANSARI

AMAR CHEBIB

Producer of Marketing & Distribution

SEAN FARNEL

Associated Producers

MOHAMMAD GORJESTANI

PATRICIA MARCOCCIA

Production Company

LUMINUS FILMS

Supported by Grants from

THE CANADA COUNCIL FOR THE ARTS

THE BC ARTS COUNCIL

Sound Design & Mixing

JEREMY THERRIEN

Colour Grading

DAVID TOMIAK
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CONTACT

FILMMAKER

Amar Chebib

amar@luminusfilms.com

SALES & BOOKINGS

Sean Farnel

sean.farnel@gmail.com

@ WAJDFILM

www.wajdfilm.com

https://www.facebook.com/wajdfilm/
https://twitter.com/wajdfilm
http://www.wajdfilm.com

