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Eszter Zimanyi

“I set out to do everything I could to 
bring this idea to fruition”: 
Leila Jarman reflects on directing her 
first feature documentary, Voice of 
the Valley 
Leila Jarman is a 30 year old filmmaker and visual artist based in Los Angeles. Her first feature length film, Voice of the Valley 
(2013), is a documentary about two Jordanian women who produce and host the first female-run sociopolitical radio program in 
Jordan that focuses on the Jordan Valley. In this interview, Jarman discusses the challenges of making an independent film in a 
foreign country, the ethical concerns inherent in documentary filmmaking, the difficulties and rewards of being a female director, 
and her perspective on the role media should play in society. She also shares her interpretation of what it means to be “on the 
fringe.” 

Eszter Zimanyi (EZ): How did you first become 
involved with filmmaking?
  
Leila Jarman (LJ): I became involved with 
filmmaking after graduating with a Bachelor’s degree 
in Political Science from Marymount Manhattan 
College in New York City. Although I was inspired 
by the traditional liberal arts education I received, I 
was frustrated with the idea that my work might only 
exist within the academic sphere. I wanted to find 
a way to translate and apply all of this knowledge 
of philosophy and theory into something direct 
and practical—into some kind of work that would 
impress itself on the world. My study of politics and 
my education in the humanities and social sciences 
allowed me to develop a strong interdisciplinary 
approach to both problem solving and innovation, 
and these skills helped immensely once I decided to 
make a documentary film. I had no prior experience 
in making films, but I consumed documentaries 
avidly and always aspired to create works in the 
realm of the arts.  I do not believe that any given 
field is confined by the strictures of its history; all 
facets of human creation can inform progression and 
the overcoming of various issues, and I have always 
applied and incorporated my academic background 

to my creative process. After completing my first 
documentary feature, I realized that traditional 
documentary filmmaking wasn’t necessarily the 
immediate direction I wanted to pursue in terms 
of exploring filmmaking. However, I remain deeply 
moved by the sort of existential predicaments 
that make up the essence of being human. After 
completing Voice of the Valley, I yearned to find a way 
to experiment with narrative and storytelling in a 
more unconventional way. This lead me down the 
path of working in video art installation, digital art, 
music videos and experimental film. I explore topics 
in my films that drive me as a human being and 
artist: social and political conflict, gender (in)equality, 
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EZ: What is your relationship to Jordan? Had you 
been there prior to making this film? If not, how 
did the process of finding and building relationships 
with the people you wanted to include in the film 
unfold? How much time did you spend in Jordan, 
and how did you build trust with your subjects? 

LJ: I had no prior relationship or developed interest 
in Jordan. I have a deep interest and connection to 
the Middle East, but specifically to Iran, as I am the 
daughter of an Iranian in exile. I knew it would be too 
difficult to try and make a film in Iran—although that 
is still an aspiration of mine—but I was still drawn to 
the region and wanted to travel and film there. Before 
heading to Jordan, Elspeth and I made contact via 
email with Asma and Munira, as well as the radio 
station they work at. It was complicated due to the 
language barrier and it took months of many emails, 
phone calls to the station (which we had to make at 
specific hours of the day when someone would be 
there to translate for us), and negotiations to get them 
to agree to the film. Even after all of this, I’m not sure 
that they ever felt like they knew what our objectives 
were, no matter how transparent we thought we 
had been. To my knowledge, they had never seen a 
documentary film and were definitely skeptical about 
our intentions. Nevertheless, I traveled to Jordan to 
meet with Elspeth, who was completing her study 
abroad program at the time, and we planned to 
spend one month shooting. I knew nothing about 
filmmaking or the budgeting necessary to facilitate 
a film; I had never been to the Middle East and I do 
not speak any Arabic, but I set out to do everything 
I could to bring this idea to fruition.  Looking back, 
I think my fears and anxieties about the experience 
were overshadowed by my relentless desire to share 
their story. After arriving and meeting Asma and 
Munira, I quickly realized that this film was not 
going to be shot in one month, mainly because of 
how challenging to is to make a documentary film 
about the personal and professional lives of human 
beings in a foreign country, and in a language with 
which I had no prior experience. The first month 
was just initial interviews, some filmed, some not, 
building trust with our subjects, finding translators, 
coordinating vehicles, learning how to use the camera 
in the field, following Asma and Munira day-to-day 
to understand their process, and so on. It also became 
clear that Asma and Munira were not interested in 

people in diaspora, the body and its relationship to 
movement in space, music and its relationship to 
people, the experience of moving pictures, and more. 
Since completing Voice of the Valley, I have had the 
opportunity to create everything from short films 
and music videos to video art installations. My work 
has been screened at film festivals and exhibited in 
galleries around the world, including the TATE 
Britain, Ars Electronica, and more. My videos have 
been also been featured on media sites such as VICE, 
The Creator’s Project, and AfroPunk to name a few.

EZ: Voice of the Valley follows two women, Munira 
and Asma, who produce and host the only 
“groundbreaking social, political, and environmental 
radio program about the Jordan Valley from the 
country’s capital, Amman.” How did you first hear 
about Munira and Asma, and what made you want 
to tell this story in documentary form? 

LJ: I was taking a survey course on Middle Eastern 
history in my senior year of college, and became 
friends with Elspeth Dehnert, another student in the 
class who was going to Jordan to study abroad for a 
semester. I think that the idea to make a documentary 
was conceived of after a long night of drinks, debate 
and discussion of our mutual love for documentary 
film. We both felt that documentaries have the power 
to help educate and enact change, and we both wanted 
to create something that intervened in dominant 
American discourses about the Middle East. After 
that night, we just started Googling. We knew we 
wanted to make a film about women in the Middle 
East to somehow counter the hectic, stereotyped 
post-9/11 American perceptions of people from the 
region. We finally came across a very short article on 
a small blog about Asma and Munira and their show 
on Radio Al Balad, and we knew it was the story 
we were going to tell. Not only was their story of 
overcoming gender and social norms an inspiration 
to us, as well as unprecedented in the Jordan Valley, 
but the parallels between me and Elspeth, and Asma 
and Munira, were almost eerie. We recognized that 
we possessed many privileges that these women were 
never afforded, but at the same time, we felt very 
connected to them; they were our same age, hosting a 
radio show without any prior journalistic experience, 
and venturing into unknown waters to tell the stories 
of people who were underrepresented in Jordan. 
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technical terminology. It can be frustrating, but don’t 
all women experience this in any line of work? We’re 
often undermined and doubted because that has 
been, and continues to be, the condition of being a 
woman: constantly trying to prove that your voice 
and ideas are legitimate. 

EZ: Considering this was your first film project of 
any kind, did working with Munira and Asma shape 
your own process as a director and producer? 

LJ: There were definitely times when I wanted to 
give up or abandon the project due to circumstances 
that I felt were both inside and outside of my control. 
Ultimately, I stuck with the project until the end 
because of the perseverance of these women and the 
other subjects in the film. Seeing the project through 
to completion because of my commitment to these 
people taught me a lot about having intention and 
maintaining integrity to others, as well as to myself 
and my projects. That integrity has carried through to 
other projects when I’m working with crews, actors, 
and dancers, too. More generally, I learned that 
documentary filmmaking is not just about having 
a story and a camera. Documentary filmmaking is 
about capturing a perfect storm. It’s a gamble because 
you’re relying on real people and events to create 
some kind of magic that will translate cinematically. 
In terms of Asma and Munira’s influence, because of 
the language barrier, I wasn’t able to talk with them 
in depth about their process as producers in their 
own right. However, I think their confidence and 
determination definitely helped me when I wanted 
to give up during the post production process. Like 
Asma and Munira, I have taken a “by any means 
necessary” approach to my work from my first film 
to my most recent pieces, and this has allowed me to 
realize visions that at times may seem out of reach.

EZ: What are the ethical considerations you have 
when making a documentary, and how did you 
negotiate questions of power and representation 
while making this film, particularly as an outsider to 
Jordan?

LJ: This is an interesting question and a few things 
come to mind when trying to answer it. At the 
time, I definitely felt like I was entitled to tell this 
story to a certain extent, mainly because I felt like 

allowing cameras into their personal lives, a space 
that is very private for many Muslim women from 
the tribal areas of Jordan. 

One month turned into ten months and by 
the end of it, to our surprise, we barely had enough 
footage for the 51 minutes that comprise Voice of 
the Valley. We expected to make a film solely about 
Asma and Munira, but we ended up with a film 
about the lives and struggles of agrarian workers and 
inhabitants of the Jordan Valley, and the kinds of 
governmental corruption, nepotism and neglect that 
would later be the impetus for the Arab Spring in 
neighboring countries. This was my first experience 
with the beast of documentary filmmaking, where 
you can rarely predict how the story you are following 
will unfold. You set out to make one thing, but you 
often end with something you didn’t know existed. 

EZ: Your film discusses some of the difficulties 
Munira and Asma have faced as journalists in the 
Jordan Valley, particularly as young women who are 
working not only to expose government corruption 
and neglect, but also to push against patriarchal 
norms of “acceptable” female roles in society. Have 
you experienced any similar difficulties as a female 
director, generally speaking? 

LJ: Of course, the industry itself has proven to be 
sexist, with statistics emerging almost daily about the 
poor representation of women in film. I hope that 
these numbers and figures will change in the coming 
years. My experience lies outside of the mainstream 
film world, so on a much smaller scale, being a female 
filmmaker has actually helped my career in many 
ways. As a female filmmaker, I have access to certain 
grants, funding opportunities, festivals and other 
avenues which are geared toward increasing the 
presence of women and minorities in the industry, 
but which tend to exist on this “indie-indie” level. 
For me, where these challenges are felt most is on 
set, when you’re working with an entirely male crew. 
I can only describe it as constantly trying to convince 
people that your ideas are founded in something 
legitimate. Even when working with friends, this 
proves to be a constant struggle. You give some kind 
of direction or order, and the crew will consult each 
other, or sometimes even say that it won’t work, 
without even trying. It’s also often assumed that 
women don’t understand gear, or lenses, or other 
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living conditions in the Jordan Valley on a day-to-
day basis, the film’s representation of those aspects 
of the environment is pretty tame. I think Asma and 
Munira may have been afraid that the film would 
represent them as women who had no national pride, 
but the reaction to them from audiences has always 
been to see them as the true patriots. 

EZ: You appear on screen only once in this film, 
toward the very end. However, we never hear your 
voice, and we are not explicitly told that it is you on 
screen. What was behind your decision to remain off 
screen for the majority of the film, and why did you 
decide not to include yourself speaking at the end? 

LJ: The simple answer, which takes all of the mystique 
out of the question, is that we literally had nothing to 
cut to. That particular interview was filmed without 
any cutaways. If fact, everything was shot on one 
camera, and because of the language issue, we never 
knew if someone was saying something important 
or not, so we just kept rolling on them until they 
stopped speaking. But this is an interesting question. 
When I would meet people after filming and tell 
them about the experience, they would always say, 
“Sounds like you should have made a documentary 
about making the documentary.” But I was pretty 
adverse to being in the film because, although I felt 
like I could go there and film this story, I felt like I 
had no place in the story. I was 24 years old, and I 
don’t think I had the confidence to make myself a 
part of the story when I had so much on my plate 
with just making the film itself. When I was editing, 
I actually considered making myself a character, but 
aside from the scene you just mentioned, there was 
very little footage to support it. I suppose I could 
have done voice over narration or something, but by 
the time I was in post-production, I really wanted 
the project to be finished and I don’t think I even 
identified with the woman who set out to make this 
film. I finished the film almost four years after we 
began shooting; there was so much inconstancy in 
the way we shot the film that there was very little 
room for creativity in the editing process, which is 
something I definitely learned from after making 
this film. 

EZ: Munira and Asma are both adamant in their 
conviction that media has the power to affect 

I had no prior access to, or bias toward, Jordan or 
the Jordan Valley before making the film. After we 
began shooting, I was basically forced to let Asma 
and Munira lead the way. I sort of just followed and 
filmed, hoping that their daily adventures would cut 
into a documentary. I would be lying if I said that 
I had no agenda, because I was there to document 
drama that would then translate into a narrative with 
“acts”, rising action, etc., but the language barrier 
between us actually meant that I was entirely at the 
will of these women and the stories they chose to let 
me document. I was inherently at a huge disadvantage 
of my own making, which sort of took me out of a 
position of power in some ways. Anytime we shot, 
we were just following Asma and Munira on a day 
at work. We filmed everything they were recording 
and reporting on in the field, which you can see in 
the film. That’s not to say that anyone making a film 
in a foreign country or language is at a disadvantage, 
but again, the perfect storm of Voice of the Valley was 
that I had very little, if any, control over the story. 
One thing I was able to do was to connect Asma 
and Munira with Hazem Malhas, the Minister of 
Environment of Jordan. I tried to use my clout as an 
American filmmaker to get the attention of anyone I 
could, and I managed to reach the Minister who was 
very interested in Asma and Munira’s work. Once I 
made that connection, Asma and Munira could see 
that my intentions were to help them with this film, 
and I think a tremendous amount of trust was built 
after that. 
The next thing that comes to mind about this 
question is the issue of representation. I remember 
when I finally showed Asma and Munira a rough cut 
of the first trailer, they were unenthused, to say the 
least. They asked me why I was showing the Jordan 
Valley in such a negative light, with children living 
in poverty and people being affected by corruption. I 
tried to explain to them that what they saw on screen 
was where they took me! In the ten months I was 
there, I lived right next to the radio station, in the 
hopes that they would be calling me at any hour of 
the day to come document something, anything, the 
good and the bad. I think their reaction was mostly a 
result of finally seeing themselves on screen and being 
worried that their friends or family would think that 
they were representing Jordan in a bad light on an 
international level; but, compared to the way Asma 
and Munira expose corrupt authorities and poor 
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see, or that you’re seeing something that is exclusively 
for your eyes, or heart, or mind.  
I also remember that when I learned about the 
Dadaist movement and the work Marcel Duchamp 
and “anti-art,” I was moved and compelled to create. I 
was relatively young, but I think that was the first time 
I realized that art could be so many things: a reaction 
to, a disdain for, an homage to, a representation of, a 
rebellion against, an act of solidarity with... 
I’m also compelled and inspired by traveling and 
exploring different cultures. I take inspiration 
from people, and the ways we understand and 
misunderstand ourselves, each other, the world, the 
motives of others, and our very existence. Though 
as human beings we all strive for connectivity 
and understanding, misconception and conflict is 
rampant across the boundaries of culture, gender, 
language, politics, etc. These misunderstandings are 
a kind of shadow over our existence on this planet 
together. In groups we’re constantly in conflict, but 
as individuals we strive for connectivity. This is the 
paradox that I am interested in as an artist. I don’t 
believe I have even begun to touch the surface 
of these themes in my work, but it’s what I am 
constantly striving towards. 
EZ: The theme of our journal issue is “On the Fringe: 
Understanding Alternative and Subversive Media.” 
What does being “on the fringe” mean to you? Do 
you consider yourself to be a “fringe” artist? 

LJ: Being on the fringe has always had a socio-
political connotation for me. It means to operate 
slightly outside of the acceptable or appropriate 
boundaries of gender, art, science, etc. I think 
that I am inherently a fringe artist because just by 
being a woman I am fringe, but I am also a fringe 
artist because I do not exist within the traditional 
Hollywood filmmaker career narrative. I make films 
because film is currently the medium in which I am 
most comfortable and experienced in conveying 
ideas and my art. Because I am fully independent, 
I have no one to answer to when I make my work. 
I am able to say and do whatever I feel is best for a 
project and do not have to answer to anyone during 
the creative process unless I seek out guidance or 
input or collaboration. Anyone who works as a 
kind of rogue, fringe filmmaker has the luxury of 
this freedom. But with that luxury comes instability 
and an understanding that you may not always have 

change in society, and this is what they say drives 
them to continue producing their radio show and 
reporting on injustices in the Jordan Valley. What 
do you believe the role of media, and particularly 
documentaries, should be? 

LJ: First and foremost, I think it’s incredibly 
important to have access to diverse sources of 
media. The freedom to choose where you get your 
entertainment and news from should be a right, but 
unfortunately it is not guaranteed to everyone in the 
world. With social media and the speed of media 
production generally, it’s getting even more difficult 
to decipher what is news, what is an advertisement, 
and what is propaganda. Media corporations, 
filmmakers, documentarians, and anyone else for 
that matter, all have their own agendas. This has 
always been true, and social media just exacerbates 
that. I think at best, documentary films can enact 
social change, as we have seen with legendary films 
like Harlan County, USA, The Thin Blue Line, Paradise 
Lost, and Bowling for Columbine. I think that it is films 
like these that inspire all documentary filmmakers 
to pursue a story. The best documentaries let you 
decide what to conclude for yourself, and leave you 
with a lasting impression of humanity, in one way or 
another. Documentary films can expose some kind 
of truth or reveal ruptures in our systems, whether 
those ruptures are in structured social systems or just 
expressed in the actions of people living lives that go 
against the grain. Great documentary films leave you 
with a more curious outlook on the world and the 
people in it, I think.

EZ: Who are your major influences as an artist and 
filmmaker? 

LJ: In terms of cinema, I’m hugely influenced by 
the French New Wave. I’m specifically influenced by 
Agnes Varda and the way she experiments with and 
blends documentary with reality. I love the works of 
Werner Herzog for the same reason. You can’t quite 
tell where the fantasy or reality begins or ends. It’s an 
inspiring trick, or rather, a skill that these filmmakers 
have cultivated over the course of their careers. 
There’s a clear link to the humanity of the film and its 
subjects but there’s also a strange voyeuristic quality 
that makes their works magic. It sometimes feels like 
you’re watching something you’re not supposed to 
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kind of precursor to the next phase in my study and 
exploration of filmmaking, grounded in narrative. I 
have spent the last year practicing script writing and 
collaborating with friends of mine who write short 
stories and poems to learn from their relationship to 
words so that I can better understand and shape what 
I want from dialogue in film. It’s sort of a scary space 
for me, because I have either made documentary 
films in which the subjects, for the most part, write 
all of their own dialogue, or I have made films and 
videos that have no dialogue at all! Documentary 
film is what got me to where I am now. Voice of the 
Valley afforded me the opportunity to work on two 
other documentaries and learn from people with 
more experience in the genre. Documentary film is 
the genesis of my love for film, so yes, I would love 
to make another documentary, and I have ideas all 
the time. I’m just not sure that I am ready to take on 
another documentary that is all my own quite yet. 
The more I experiment with filmmaking, the more 
I fall in love with film’s power to convey ideas 
and experiences that are so fundamental to being 
human. The next story I can’t wait to tell is difficult 
to answer, but I know that I want to convey visceral 
human emotion from moments in time. To be less 
vague, I am in pre-production on two scripts. One 
is a short film about a young woman’s unrequited 
love affair with pseudo-intellectual “communist,” 
which is called Lenin and the Infinite Blowjob. The 
other project is a psychological horror short that 
I conceived on a hike through the Soca Valley 
in Slovenia. I am also working on a larger project 
that will be a feature length narrative about the 
Iranian diaspora in Los Angeles from 1979 to 2001.  

funding for a project, and that you need to be as 
punk rock as possible to make things happen. I do 
think that it’s possible to be a fringe artist or creator 
while still maintaining a objective ideal of success 
in the mainstream world, but this takes vision, 
and conviction, and an unfaltering dedication to 
your craft that you can use as leverage to get your 
subversive work into the mainstream. 

EZ: Since making Voice of the Valley, you have gone 
on to do a number of different creative film projects, 
including music videos and experimental art films. 
What projects are you working on now? Do you have 
any plans to return to documentary filmmaking? 
What is the next story you can’t wait to tell? 

LJ: The trajectory of my career is never fully clear 
to me. I think that I have spent the last six years 
learning and treating each project that I work on as 
a kind of rogue film school, where I am offered the 
opportunity to learn while creating. By taking this 
process out of a traditional university/film school 
learning environment, I am forced to be the teacher 
and the pupil. I give myself assignments, complete 
them, and then sit back to asses what I did differently 
from the last time and how I am growing with each 
project as a filmmaker and artist. I have been lucky in 
the sense that I have been hired to make music videos 
and video installations by people who have believed 
in my ideas and vision. Often, a musician will just 
tell me to do whatever I want for a music video and 
will provide a budget, which is always exciting and 
inspiring. I have also been studying the relationship 
between dialogue and film in my short film work as a 

All photographs courtesy of Leila Jarman. Voice of the Valley can currently be streamed online at http://www.
womensvoicesnow.org 




