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Screenplay Title: The Lions of Mesopotamia 

Screenplay #: 6418 

Round 1 - Read 1 Comments: 

The 12 year old soldiers in the nineties became Al-Qaeda in the 2000s. The 12 year 
olds whose parents died from car bombs in the 2000s became part of ISIS by 2013. 
While it made sense to Nasim, he saw how people in his new country couldn't figure 
out "what happened to Iraq". While this isn't the exact quote, it paraphrases an 
amazing section of this script. It summarizes the thoughts of an emigrated college 
student who realizes that the Western media portrays his home country in a way 
that is totally unfamiliar. 

This story is beautifully layered. It captures the struggles of not only the 
protagonist, but the other supporting characters. We see a bright young girl 
become a whore for the Hussein family, a teenager who is tracked down by child 
soldiers, even professional football (soccer) celebrities are tormented and abused 
for losing games. The message is that politics affects every part of life. We see first 
hand how the Hussein family really destroys the country that it rules. It is eye 
opening and terrifying. 



I love how the mother is a strong force in the family. She doesn't succumb to the 
stereotypical role of a middle eastern woman (that Westerners often depict), and 
she is married to a hard working, compassionate man. The family aspect of this 
story is really touching. It shows how Iraq's downfall directly affects working class 
people and their loved ones. 

I couldn't be happier with the way this story ends. Yes, the family flees because 
their lives depend on it, but they don't abandon their culture. In the end Nasim 
goes back to Baghdad and continues his involvement with football by practicing 
with his two daughters - the next generation. This narrative is truly satisfying 
because it doesn't end on a negative note, although it very well could. We see how 
various characters overcome negative situations. We see the fight in the human 
spirit. 

Round 1 - Read 2 Comments: 

Yasir was the main character in the soccer story and it was a really good role. I 
liked Yasir a lot and was always behind him. I think the script would have been 
better if it had gone deeper into Yasir’s story and just concentrated on that. Ammo 
Baba was also a really good character. Nasim was a strong character from the 
family story. All the characters had distinct voices and felt carefully drawn. I cared 
about all the characters on an emotional level. 

The crafting of the script was above average. The dialogue was mostly good. The 
scene description that was used to describe the soccer matches was particularly 
well written. It’s always a challenge to describe sports and it was done in a way 
here that was thrilling. 

There is something of a voice here. This was an interesting idea and in parts I felt a 
real command of the material.  There is definitely meaning here. There were 
themes regarding honor and family and loyalty to one’s country that came through. 
The script really made me feel how impossible the situation was that many of the 
characters found themselves in. This was compelling and it resonated. 

Round 1 - Read 3 Comments: 

The idea is a fresh premise. What Iraq achieved that year got a lot of attention, but 
the behind the scenes type of story hasn't gotten the attention it deserves, neither 
in terms of the team or the people of the country and what it meant to them. This 
script gives in a detailed sweep that included the life and hope this period inspired. 

The script has a functional beginning, middle and end in terms of basic structure, 
though it could be more focused. The storylines are well established and well 
populated with good characters. The Nasim/Akram/ Laila story is a good one, and 
you do feel like you are taken on a journey into the life of folks there, both the 
terror of it but also the love of the people. More effective even was the story of 
Yasir and the team, which had some truly horrifying moments, such as when the 



goalie is sent to jail and has to find cockroaches, the practice with the concrete 
soccer ball, Yasir spending the night in an iron maiden, and the fake execution of 
the team at the end. The soccer sequences especially the Japan match and final 
kick are well executed. 

Overall, the prose and voice are above average, at times vivid and at other times a 
bit straightforward, and might benefit from a tighter and more disciplined focus. 
The craft might be improved a bit in that regard. The description and dialogue is 
used to create drama, suspense, tension, and comic relief to a good extent, but it 
might use more and better visuals. It could use more specific images with the 
excess tailored away so that it's more cinematic. The dialogue is very good at 
times, but it also might be tailored a bit to make what's there have more impact. 

The characters are a strong point here. You genuinely want to not only know what 
happened to them, but you genuinely care and don't know what's coming next, 
such as the mock execution scene where if they were killed I would not have been 
surprised. Yasir is determined and gutsy, and he used his rising stardom effectively 
even after he was tortured. Ammo Baba is a great role model and teacher. Qusai 
and the teammate are all effective and functional, and Uday as well as Ali are, of 
course, great adversaries made all the more ominous by the fact they were real. 
The Nasim character, as well as Akram and Laila are the heart and soul of the 
country, and the endurance of the people and come across with a natural quality. 

All the secondary characters are functional and effective. The leads have a good 
emotional component, but this might be enhanced a bit more with greater focus.  

The script deals with an important episode and the effect it had on people. Though 
it's touched on a bit at the end, it might benefit a bit from bringing out more of the 
theme and meaning in the greater sense for the audience and for the characters. 

Quarterfinal Round - Read 4 Comments: 

The story is a searing drama based on true incidents and is told from a unique point 
of view. The premise starts the movie’s forward motion. The story has two parts. 
One is centered on Nasim, a 10-year-old boy who is simply mad for soccer and 
idolizes the entire Iraq National Team, nicknamed "The Lions of Mesopotamia." The 
other is based on the experiences of the Team’s newest member, Yasir, who 
becomes its star. Each story has a strong beginning, middle and end and they are 
nicely interwoven with each other to form a cohesive screenplay. This script made 
me feel that we were on a journey. The two stories both connected with me 
emotionally. 

The script has a distinctive and original voice. The premise, story and characters 
are new to me. The writing overall is of a professional quality. 

This script presents realistic portraits of the boy, Nasim, and his family and of the 
soccer team's members. Courage is everywhere. It is in the family who tries to 
maintain a normal life in Saddam Hussein's Iraq and it is in the team members who 



make it to the World Cup qualifying matches despite the tension and fear they face 
daily from their sadistic team president, Uday Hussein. These are vivid characters 
who each speak in their own individual voices. I want to know what happens to 
them. The central characters, Nasim and Yasir, change over the course of the story 
as they mature and adapt to their surroundings. The dialogue and tone are 
consistent from scene to scene. The way that people speak fits the period and 
setting of the story. 

Description and dialogue are well used to create suspense, tension, drama, conflict 
and some humor. The inner conflict felt by Yasir propels his story forward. He knows 
that Uday’s cruelty is not right and it’s not helping the team but Yasir feels a 
responsibility to represent his entire country, especially the people of his village 
who look at their National Team with pride. Nasim’s story doesn’t come from direct 
conflict – it’s his family’s story of survival. The main characters’ actions are based 
on their beliefs.  

This script genuinely made me want to keep reading. The themes of the story are 
thought-provoking. The story is about something that would start a discussion 
among historians as well as anyone concerned with human rights. When I finished 
reading the script, I felt that it was a story that needed to be told.  

Quarterfinal Round - Read 5 Comments: 

This is a magical script.  

I've been reading for the contest for several years, and this is the first script I've 
read that's this long but earns its page count. I knew a little of the history of Uday 
Hussein and his relationship to the Iraqi national soccer team, but this script brings 
it all vividly, horrifically to life with a heart-pounding immediacy.  

But Nasim's story is just as compelling, guided by a strong eye for detail. Did the 
writer live this experience? It's hard to imagine otherwise, given how many perfect 
details there are, but it's rare that someone writing autobiographically brings this 
much craft to the table.  

The script successfully balances multiple stories without every feeling disconnected. 
It doesn't feel the need to "Hollywood up" the reality - the final ambiguous moment 
that might be Zende is a nice touch that didn't feel forced, and when Nasim's family 
made it to Canada it was, really, enough. I was almost crying, from a screenplay.  

If I was pulling teeth, I could probably find a few minor cuts - redundant actions 
between lines of dialog, that sort of thing - but they're so trivial as to not matter. 
This story works like gangbusters. I have no meaningful notes. 

Quarterfinal Round - Read 6 Comments: 



This scripts paints a unique, compelling portrait of Iraq. In these pages, soccer is 
more than just a game, it is filled with meaning and significance, and it is life and 
death for the players. And yet it doesn’t overshadow the central purpose of the 
story, either, which is to show the conditions in Iraq, and how things came to be the 
way they are today. Nasim’s voiceover at the end sums things up beautifully. 

That said, Yasir’s experience on the team is horrifying. If any of this is real -- as it 
seems to be -- it is even more horrifying. As Ammo Babba explains about Uday -- 
Saddam’s son and the owner of the team, “Uday Hussein is a monster and a maniac 
who has taken over an organization I love more than life itself. He believes that 
torturing our team will motivate us to win a World Cup …” The torture we see is 
barbaric, from the whippings (and it’s great that Ali is a reluctant punisher) to stuff 
like catching cockroaches in a sewage-filled room. It doesn’t make sense as 
strategy, at all. The game with Japan is particularly brutal, because we know what 
is at stake; it’s a relief to learn that Yasir joined a different team, in the end.  

The script also does a good job illustrating the hardship, and people’s sensitivity to 
each other’s feelings, like during the dinner scene, when the pebble falls in the 
soup, and Akram notices Nisam struggle to avoid it, and Laila apologizes for buying 
bread, but Akram quiets her with a look, “not in front of the kids.” Other things, like 
scheduled electrical power, long lines for gas, and the military presence/violence 
bring the setting to life.  

Certain speeches are very on the nose, like when Yasir tells Ammo Babba where he 
has come from, and why he plays soccer. Other things, like the kids finding 
depleted uranium rounds, seem like all-too familiar events at this point. But there 
are times, like when Laila helps Beyani with her wounds, that we dig deeper into 
backstory and significance. 

Finally, the story would benefit from a little more focus. There is not a strong sense 
of where we might be going, early on, and juxtaposing Yasir’s and Nisam’s stories 
are sometimes confusing, as we we try to figure out how they are connected. 
Ultimately, it turns out to be a story that is mostly about Iraq itself. Yasir wants to 
win “so that we won’t be alone anymore.” And as Ammo Baba says, “History is 
infested with moments that were 'so close.' Moments no one remembers except the 
people who lost.” 


