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‘Three Veils’, written and directed by Rolla
Selbak, is a powerful, moving film about the
lives and loves of three young muslim
women living in modern day America.

Having grown up in the US, at the outset
they all seem like average American college
girls, but as the film progresses each young
woman’s ‘veil’ is lifted, and we are able to
catch a glimpse of the repressed desires,
frustrations and pressures facing modern
arab women. 

The same story is told three times from the
different points of view of the main
characters Leila, Amira and Nikki, and how
their lives, relationships and struggles
overlap and intersect. 

The film starts off with the one 'straight’
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character, Leila (played by Mercedes
Masohn). She's a pretty, girl-next-door type from a middle-class family. She longs for intimacy
with the right guy, and has recently been engaged to a young man called Ali through arranged
marriage. She is initially delighted at the match because he’s cute looking and seems a good
catch for her because of his many accomplishments and wealth. But all is not what it seems,
and over time, a dark, controlling side to his personality is revealed. Confused and worried, Leila
finds herself drawn to a young waiter at her parents' restaurant, Jamal, who by contrast is kind,
considerate and more loving towards her.

It’s here where the link to the next story begins. Jamal has a sister, Amira (played by Syrian TV
star Angela Zahra). She's a timid, friendless girl in the same class as Leila and her pal Nikki. We
learn that from an early age Amira has had lesbian feelings, but now fights these instincts by
immersing herself in her studies and prayer. Her worried mother nags her to make more friends
– so Amira meekly asks Leila and Nikki if they would like to join her in a study group. Amira
overhears Nikki mocking her behind her back, but later that same afternoon comes to the rescue
when she finds Nikki drunk and vomiting in the college loos. The two girls are polar opposites in
character – but the troubled wildchild Nikki soon becomes dependent on Amira who is by nature
very giving and grateful for the attention. Regularly turning to Amira for help, which she gives
willingly, Nikki begins turning up on Amira’s doorstep at night and asking to stay over. Amira
soon begins falling in love with Nikki, and the feeling is mutual.

The third story is Nikki’s (played by Sheetal Sheth, who was one of the stars of popular lesbian
film 'I can't think straight'). Quite quickly we are made to understand why Nikki seems so
unsettled and in need of help. A flashback to her childhood reveals a family tragedy, and we
learn more about her relationship with her neglectful father who struggles with an addiction to
pills and alcohol. Unable to help him, and often bearing the brunt of his depression and
frustration, she herself turns to alcohol to ease the pain. At times he becomes angry and violent
towards her, which explains why Nikki often needs somewhere else to stay. Gradually losing
Leila as a best friend (because of her engagement to Ali) is a double blow to Nikki. But at a time
of emotional turmoil for Nikki, Amira offers her the shelter, warmth and love she craves.

Unfortunately, none of the girls get what they really want – i.e. to love and be loved in the way
that comes naturally to them. This is the underlying message of Selbak’s film - traditional values,
parental pressure, and in Leila's case an overly controlling male partner, all threaten to rob them
of their freedom and ruin their lives. 

Selbak offers some hope at the end of the film though, suggesting that true happines and
fulfillment is attainable, as both Leila and Nikki recover from their individual ordeals and find love
and contentment in unexpected ways.
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'THREE VEILS' is out now, you can buy it HERE

But sadly, there does not seem to be much light at the end of the tunnel for the lesbian character
Amira, who gives up any hope of finding love with another woman, and she withdraws back into
a life of academia and prayer. 

In the Director's statement about Three
Veils, Selbak (left) sounds rather more
upbeat than her film suggests about the
possibilities for gay/bisexual muslim women,
particularly those living in Western
countries: 

"Growing up in the Middle East with a
Muslim family and social structure, I found it
extremely difficult to voice the injustices I felt
towards women in the region. There were
no women’s rights discussions, and even
the mention of the word ‘lesbian’ would be
enough to get you suspended or even
expelled from school. Meanwhile, I was
experiencing moments that would forever
change my life, some for the good, some for

the bad, but all in silence and secrecy.

"It wasn’t until I moved to the U.S. that the bracing revelation emerged: I was not alone. It was
within the Arab sub-culture in the U.S. that I discovered thousands of girls just like me, who had
been leading two lives; one on the surface where their family and the Arab community resided,
and the other under the veils of expectation, submission and judgment, exploring themselves,
their bodies, other worlds, and forming their own personal realities."

She adds: "This silence and secrecy, of course, is familiar in many societies. The difference is
that those living within Western forms of culture and government are more likely to have a voice
and to come out of hiding at some point in their life."

So, we wonder if in future films, Selbak may explore the possibility of more positive outcomes for
same-sex relationships in modern arab communities. 

But overall, we applaud Selbak for an outstanding achievement with 'Three Veils' and look
forward very much to her future projects. Recommended!
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