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I was very excited to take on the responsibility of regional editor of Directory of
World Cinema: Iran. It is a part of a major project at Intellect, covering cinema
of the world from a national aspect, made with the intent of contributing to a
more serious study of world cinema, and in this case, Iran. What I tried to do
was compile the main framework of the whole project and to also outline the
aims of the directory and its content.

The intention was to produce as much original work as possible as part of a
fresh approach to writing about Iranian cinema, but a problem which arose with
this was that certain films, particularly films which were made before the Iranian
Islamic Revolution, were difficult to get a hold of, especially in reliable formats
such as DVD, and so it was not possible for our contributors to review them,
therefore I decided to reprint some reviews previously published in Iran, which
have been collected from various sources. I wish to thank them for their kind
permission.

It should also be noted that a large number of the original contributions were
written in Farsi and had to be translated. Those with experience will know this is
a time consuming process and one which is extremely challenging to get right.
And I would like to thank our translators Arash Jalali and Leila Ataie for their
vital work and diligence. A special thanks to Arash Jalali for the translation of
most of the reviews and essays originally written in Farsi, and in particular the
essay on ‘Iranian New Wave Cinema’ written by Saeed Aghighi.

Another limitation, being the amount of space required to contain different
aspects of Iranian cinema, meant selecting films and directors which best
represent the overall qualities of a national cinema, and with the aim of not
missing out anything important. Further volumes will be published
consecutively, containing the important cinematic trends, films, and directors left
out in this volume.

With the contributions of a wide spectrum of writers, including those working
inside of Iran, presenting a view of this subject from the inside, as well as a
number of film students studying Iranian cinema with a new academic approach,



and a number of lecturers and film critics who have a vast level of understanding
and deep knowledge of Iranian cinema and have written many essays, articles,
and publications on different aspects of cinema in Iran, including Michelle
Langford, Jonathan Rosenbaum and Michael Anderson. This creates a diverse
and balanced view, comprising of an extraordinary range of outlooks towards the
expansive world of Iranian cinema. I would like to thank all the contributors to
this volume which, without their participation, could never have existed. I also
wish to thank Jonathan Rosenbaum for letting me republish his insightful
reviews previously published in the Chicago Reader, as well as allowing me to
shorten them for the purposes of this book.

I am grateful to Masoud Yazdani the director of Intellect for head-starting this
project and showing such enthusiasm and keenness for Iranian cinema. I would
also like to thank the staff at Intellect, particularly May Yao, Jennifer Schivas
and Melanie Marshall, for their invaluable support and help through the various
stages, making it a truly collaborative process. And I am deeply grateful to my
family: my wife Roya and my son Barbad, for their support, patience and
inspiration.

And so I am optimistic that this book will serve as a helpful source, successful
in filling the information gap that exists on Iranian national cinema, for research
and study purposes, and also a comprehensive enough reference for those purely
interested in the subject.

Parviz Jahed



INTRODUCTION

The Iranian constitutional revolution and modernity movement commenced
close on the heels of the debut of cinema in Iran. In fact, cinema in Iran appeared
in concurrence with the rise of modern thought, so much so that the fate of
cinema has been somewhat linked to the historic fate of modernity. As the most
influential modern media in Iran’s traditional, religious, and non-democratic
society, cinema was constantly denounced by clerics and religious classes on the
one hand and censored and placed under immense pressure by the state and
military bodies on the other.

The case of the Iranian cinema in the early days after its debut is paradoxical,
since it was introduced to Iran by people who bore no affinity to this modern
product of the progressive and industrial West (reference here is being made to
the Qajar king and courtiers) and who, historically, are considered among the
most backward and reactionary classes of the society. Upon being recommended
by Intellect Books to become the editor of the Directory of World Cinema: Iran,
I immediately accepted, for I had really noticed the gap in English publishing for
a complete and thorough index of Iranian cinema, whether as a post-graduate
student at the University of Westminster, writing my dissertation on the origins
of the Iranian New Wave Cinema, or in my own studies and work on Iranian
cinema in general.

There was a strong need for a compendium of sorts about Iranian cinema, and
so this was a worthy project to be embarked on. It could be supposed that a lot of
writing already exists on Iranian cinema, new Iranian cinema in particular;
including journals and even books, but the majority of these pieces have been
written by western critics and researchers, with Iranian writers and scholars
occupying a relatively meagre ratio. In addition, a major part of English writings
that exists on Iranian cinema is concerned with post-revolutionary cinema (or
‘new’ Iranian cinema), with only a few sources existing on pre-revolutionary



cinema which are often mistake-ridden and of little academic value. Therefore it
was a necessity to publish to paint a clear picture of Iranian cinema and its
development from its formation to the present day, presenting not only a
chronological record of movements and specific genres and trends, but also one
which logically interlinks the cinema of before and after the Revolution. A book
which can be used as a reliable source of information on Iranian cinema for
those interested in the subject as well as a reference for scholars and the like,
with the main goal being to effectively fill an analytical and informative gap
about Iranian cinema in English literature.

The main approach here is to take a look at the different genres, an element
which throughout its 100 year history, Iranian cinema has taken on and
abandoned its fair share of; for example the ‘Jaheli’ genre (roughly translated to
‘ruffian’) was very popular in the 1960s and 1970s but was simply non-existent
after the Revolution. The main problem with this was classifying Iranian films in
terms of genre, as some films can be very hard to pigeonhole, or overlap into
several genres. In my view, any national cinema has its own film culture and
cinematic terms which may not be found in American or European film culture
or in the western film criticism. Therefore it is important to maintain a balance
between the diversity of local Iranian cinema and the underlying unity of world
cinema.

Despite its limitations, this manner of categorizing is the most comprehensive
method to investigate the films and trends of Iranian cinema in a historical and
social context. This kind of approach also helps in presenting the many
international influences (such as the cinema of Hollywood or Indian films) on
Iranian cinema, and how they have helped in shaping these generic conventions.
The approach also highlights how certain genres have formed, changed, or
disappeared all together in accordance with the periodic, political alterations that
occurred within Iran — as seen through films made about war, or children.

Behrouz Tourani, in his remarkable essay addressed the invention of cinema
in Iran from a new perspective and investigated its development despite all the
obstacles and restrictions on its way. It deserves to be noted that there are words
in Iranian film culture which may refer to a specific film genre (such as Jaheli
Film which literally means a film based on a ‘ruffian’) or a trend of filmmaking
such as Film Farsi. Although a translation of the word is stated, I aim to explain
its true definition in my essay on the pre-revolutionary Iranian cinema. I have
focused on Film Farsi, a cinematic term referring to Iranian mainstream cinema
during the 1960s and 1970s, differentiating it from Iranian art films.

That was the dominant form of cinema in Iran at the time and followed a very
simple formula similar to that of the popular cinema of India and Egvpt. The



Iranian cinema of today is at its peak due to the appearance of some outstanding
new talents of the like of Mohsen Makhmalabaf, Abbas Kiaroostami, Abolfazl
Jalili, Rakhshan Bani-Etemad, Jafar Panahi and Bahman Ghobadi, allowing
them to receive wider attention internationally and a greater level of critical
acclaim.

But the international success of Iranian cinema in recent years is not a new
matter; rather it goes back to the early 1960s when films made by Ebrahim
Golestan, Farrokh Ghaffari, Fereydoun Rahnama, Forough Farrokhzad, Daruish
Mehrjui and Bahram Bayzaie won top international prizes. Films such as
Khesht-va- Ayeneh/The Brick and The Mirror (Ebrahim Golestan, 1964),
Gaav/The Cow (Daruish Mehrjui, 1969), Yek Atash/A Fire (Ebrahim Golestan,
1961), Khaneh Siah Ast/The House is Black (Forough Farrokhzad, 1962), and
Shab-e Ghuzi/The Night of the Hunchback (Farrokh Ghaffari, 1964) made a
name for Iranian cinema on the international scene.

I addressed the origins of the modern Iranian cinema in the 1950s and 1960s
in my essay on the forerunners of the New Wave movement in Iran. It was a
period during which a number of intellectual filmmakers, such as Ebrahim
Golestan, Farrokh Ghaffari and Fereydoun Rahnama, started making films with
a modern artistic approach. In his essay, Saeed Aghighi continues from where I
left off, discussing the formation of the New Wave in Iranian cinema, which led
to some of the best art films to be produced between 1968 and 1978.

It was supposed that, the new regime that came to power after the Islamic
Revolution of 1979, would be damaging to Iranian cinema to such an extent that
cinema and filmmaking would be completely wiped out in Iran; but cinema
survived thanks to Ayatollah Khomaini’s ‘fatwa’ which recognized its existence
and suggested that it should be converted to an Islamic cinema more associated
with morality and Islamic values. Khomaini also regarded Mehrjui’s New Wave
film The Cow as the sample of a pure and decent kind of cinema which should
be followed by other filmmakers.

At the point of realizing the potential of cinema, the new authorities decided
to use it to their own advantage, rather than to simply dismiss or proclaim it to
be ‘haram’ like the fundamentalist clerics during the early years of the twentieth
century. Soon after, there was a considerable change in the art and cultural
atmosphere at the time, and new censorship regulations imposed on Iranian
filmmakers highly restricted them from approaching sex, violence, romantic
love, or even portraying women without hijab (the Islamic dress code) in their
films.

But some intelligent Iranian filmmakers managed to cope with the new
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depiction of women and love stories, instead resorting to metaphorical,
allegorical and symbolic meaning in their films. Restrictions over the portrayal
of women, social and political criticism, and other sensitive issues in Iranian
cinema, led to the formation of a specific genre: cinema of children which is the
focus of Fatemeh Hosseini-Shakib’s essay, about a series of films that were
successful both internally and externally, highly acclaimed outside Iran because
of their humanistic and poetic qualities depicting the difficult lives of Iranian
children deprived of education and welfare and struggling for a new and better
life. In her essay, Fatemeh Shakib takes a ‘pathological’ stance as an ironical
allegory for Iranian children cinema. Her approach is to provide a historical
overview of Iranian children cinema as a matter of course, but also to propose a
’symptomatic’ reading of the more contemporary stage of it. The early films of
Panahi, Kiarostami, Ghobadi, Jalili and Majidi, all fit within this genre.

The nationalization of cinema in Iran, allowed the government to take control
over the filmmaking process from the first proposal to screening. With the
financial support of the Farabi Cinema Foundation, a governmental organization,
and thanks to the restrictions and banning of imported films, mainly American
films, Iran’s domestic film industry received a great advantage allowing it to
grow immensely. Despite the heavy censorship regulations and whereas most of
film productions in Iran are superficial but popular melodramas, comedies,
thrillers and teenager romances, there are still a fair number of art films being
made that deal with socio-political issues in Iran and received the most
prestigious awards from international film festivals.

In his essay ‘Post-Revolutionary Art Cinema in Iran’, Adam Bingham
explores this most acclaimed trend in Iranian cinema and its various moods of
filmmaking, from Abbas Kiarostami to Asghar Farhadi and Bahman Ghobadi.
Adam Bingham cross-examines the points made by Michelle Langford in her
essay addressing cultural diversity and the politics of location and language in
Iranian cinema. By observing the works of filmmakers such as Ghobadi, Jalili,
Bayzai and Majid Majidi within the theoretical framework of cultural identity,
she contemplates how these filmmakers have attempted to take up a range of
questions concerning cultural identity through the use of location and language
in their films.

In his essay on Iranian war films, Hamid Reza Sadr investigates the creation
of a new genre in Iranian cinema made in the aftermath of the eight year Iran-
Iraq war, which branches out into subgenres (for example war melodrama, or
war comedies) and goes on to directly influence all other genres and popular
filmmaking styles in general. Mohammad Khatami’s unexpected presidential



election win in 1996, opened the social and political atmosphere for filmmaking
in Iran and led to films like Tahmineh Milani’s Do Zan (Two Women) (1998) or
Rakhshan Bani-Etemad’s Zir-e Pust-e Shahr (Under the Skin of the City) (2001)
being produced.

Some of the major films — especially melodramas — made during this period
are the subject of Taraneh Dadar’s essay on post-revolutionary melodrama,
which concentrates on films that addressed gender and family issues and the
themes of love and youth problems.

She examines the genre in a chronological order, highlighting predominant
themes in each era, from the very beginning of the Revolution to after Khatami’s
era, and some popular films such as Rasoul Sadr-Ameli’s Dokhtari ba kafsh-
haye katani (The Girl in Sneakers) (1999) and Man Taraneh, Panzdah Sal
Daram (I, Taraneh, Am 15 Years Old) (2002). Some of the films that she
addresses as successful melodrama would also fit into the art film category
which is discussed by Adam Bingham in his essay.

This volume makes no promises to cover every aspect of Iranian cinema or to
completely address all queries that a reader might face, but to hopefully shed
some much needed light on the dark corners of Iranian cinema, and provide an
insight into its workings. And in order to achieve these goals it was necessary to
uncover all trends within Iranian cinema by tracing it back to its very beginning.
In fact, it was necessary for a re-reading of the history of Iranian cinema in order
to understand all of the changes and developments that were made from a new
perspective.

Parviz Jahed
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FILM OF THE YEAR

About Elly
Dar Bareye Elly

Simaye Mehr
Asghar Farhadi

Mahmoud Razavi
Asghar Farhadi Asghar Farhadi

Hossein Jafarian Hayedeh Safiyari 119
minutes

Drama

Golshifteh Farahani Taraneh Alidousti Mani Haghighi
Merila Zarei

Peyman Moadi
Shahab Hosseini 2009

Synopsis

The film tells the story of a group of young university friends from Teheran who
take a three-day break at a Caspian beach resort in the north of Iran. Ahmad is
back in Iran after many years living in Germany, where he had recently got
divorced, and his best friend Sepideh is attempting to set him up with Elly, her
daughter’s nursery school teacher. The friends, realizing why Sepideh has
invited Elly, pay her particular attention and laud her qualities. On the second
day an incident occurs which leads to Elly’s disappearance. The joyful



atmosphere evaporates as the friends try to understand how and why she
disappeared. The friends become judgmental and try to find fault with Elly’s
character. The group’s opinion of Elly veers away from that of the first day, until
at last the truth is out.

Critique

Apart from some of Dariush Mehrjui and Tahmineh Milanie’s films, Asghar
Farhadi’s Silver Bear and Tribeca-winning film About Elly, are a rare example
of Iranian films that show the modern face of Iran and some aspects of its
educated middle-class life to a western audience, making it a relative departure
from the normal subjects of an Iranian art film. The young, educated and middle-
class travellers in the film are somewhat of an unknown demographic to a
western audience, and are more commonly portrayed in popular Iranian films, as
art films tend to present the more ‘exotic’ lifestyles of the lower and working
class. On the other hand the film’s use of features such as the roving camera,
overlapping dialogues, and its thinly veiled plot has a cinema-vérité style that
almost echoes that of Robert Altman and John Cassavetes, something that is not
commonly seen in Iranian cinema. Another fine example of this style is Rachael
Getting Married (Jonathan Demme, 2009) which opened the ‘65th Venice
International Film Festival’.

The cast of the film, who are mostly professional actors in Iranian cinema,
tended to underplay their roles and the camera almost never closes in on their
faces, picturing them often in long or medium shot. Even Elly, the main
character of the film, is rarely the point of focus of the camera’s attention and is
often seen in a crowd or in the margins of the frame. This technique is
reminiscent of the unique style of John Cassavetes, which Farhadi skilfully
employs in this film.

About Elly concerns itself with issues of moral behavior, lies and gender
relations, rather than aiming to convey political messages, as in films like No
One Knows About Persian Cats (Bahman Ghobadi) and Women Without Men
(Shirin Neshat). All three films were screened at the ‘London Film Festival’ in
20009. It is about the most simplistic yet the most significant attitudes within
today’s Iranian society, which is presented without frills or exaggeration.
Farhadi’s directing and the way the cast performs is so subtle that it becomes
unnoticeable. He showed this remarkable storytelling and directing technique in
his previous film Cha-harshanbe-soori/Fireworks Wednesday (2006). From the
very first sequence, the viewer is put alongside the actors and accompanies them
on this hellish journey, the kind that starts with laughter and ends in tears.



The tirst shot of the tilm, taken trom inside a charity contribution box, invites
the audience into the dark world that lies therein, and the thin strip of light which
seeps into the darkness of the box metaphorically ties in with the rest of the plot
and foreshadows the tragedy to come. The film starts with a comedic and
buoyant vibe with games, jokes, banter, and vulgar male dancing (the women in
the film do not join in the dance, preferring to watch their husbands instead) but
suddenly develops a bitter and disturbing tone when one of the boys (Arash)
drowns in the sea and Elly vanishes.

Elly’s character (played by Taraneh Alidousti) is vastly different to the rest of
the group. She is a sweet, shy, and reticent nursery school teacher, and the
subject of Sepideh’s matchmaking game (she was persuaded onboard by the
insistence and excessive pleading of Sepideh). She is often reluctant to join in
with the joviality of the group and is close to going home. Her character is not
revealed explicitly. Farhadi made her mysterious and ambiguous by avoiding
giving information about her background and motives. This ambiguity results in
an immense level of suspense which climaxes with Elly’s sudden disappearance.

The main approach of the film is the pathology of individual attitudes among
the middle-class educated people in Iran. The film thematically concentrates on
lies and pre-judgements. Most of the people in the group lie to each other
without any specific reason. Even Elly, who is seen as more of a decent and
innocent girl, asks her mother over the phone to lie about the happenings of their
trip to the north. Sepideh, played beautifully by Golshifteh Farahani (Body of
Lies), makes the situation more complicated by lying about Elly’s identity from
the start, but she develops self-awareness when she realizes how great a negative
affect her lying had on Elly’s life. About Elly shows how simple lies and pre-
judgments about others can have important consequences and can even ruin
lives. Lying is bound with the souls of the film’s characters to an extent that we
do not even believe that Alireza is Elly’s fiancé. Therefore when he goes to the
morgue to identify the corps of a drowned woman we are in doubt that he is
telling the truth when he confirms that the woman is Elly, or he is another liar
that tries to get rid of the whole mess.

Despite the similarity of About Elly’s plot with L’avventura (Michelangelo
Antonioni), it is more a Hitchcockian film using Elly’s disappearance as a
McGuffin in order to reach a more dramatic climax in the film. From this point
of view, About Elly is a psychological social drama with a crime thriller’s
suspense, but Farhadi knowingly avoids the excitement of a crime thriller and
instead concentrates on the ethical and psychological effects of Elly’s
disappearance on the members of the group. He did not, for example, show the
involvement of the local police in tracking down the reason for Elly’s



disappearance. Instead Farhadi gives Elly’s companions the opportunity to judge
Elly’s personality, and speculate as to the cause of her disappearance and
consequently reveal their own personal traits and moral weaknesses. With its
intelligent, precise directing and the commendable acting effort of its cast, About
Elly is without a doubt one of the pre-eminent Iranian films made in recent
years.

Parviz Jahed
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INDEPENDENT CINEMA AND
CENSORSHIP IN IRAN

This interview was conducted with Jafar Panahi, before the occurrence of his
condemnation by the Iranian government — as a result of which he has been
placed under heavy restrictions by the Iranian authorities. Jafar Panahi is one of
the most celebrated Iranian film-makers around the world. He has gained
recognition from film theorists and critics worldwide and received numerous
awards including the ‘Golden Lion’ at the “Venice Film Festival’ for his film
Dayereh/The Circle in 2000 and the ‘Silver Bear’ at the ‘Berlin Film Festival’
for his Offside in 2006. In 2011 his film, titled This is Not a Film received the
‘Carrosse d’Or’ from the ‘Cannes Film Festival’.

As well as his body of work, his creative contribution to Iranian cinema is
notable and includes pioneering efforts in multilayer narrative and parallel story-
telling. With a style heavily focused on the depiction social realism criticism, his
approach has never been tolerated by the Iranian censorship and caused
problems for his films. On 20 December 2010, Jafar Panahi was handed a six-
year jail sentence and a twenty-year ban on making or directing any movies,
writing screenplays, giving any form of interview with Iranian or foreign media,
as well as leaving the country. All of which led to much media attention and
outcries from the public and international film community.

I met with Mr Panahi in his apartment in Tehran on a wintry day in 2008
during the ‘Fajr Film Festival’, an event in which his films were — more often
than not — prevented from being screened due to alleges of inappropriately
political or subversive content. In our interview, which has remained
unpublished until now, Jafar talks bluntly and makes frank criticisms of the
policies imposed by the Iranian government on film-making and the restriction
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You were recently part of the jury at the International Film Festival
Rotterdam, can you tell us about the event, where there any films that
caught your interest?

The Rotterdam festival is rather more like a ‘souk’ for films than an event that
places importance on the competition aspect in the vein of Berlin or Cannes
[film festivals]. But they do have a section for competition between the top
films, and I was the head of the jury and we would grant three prizes of equal
value, two of which were given to films from East Asia and one or two European
films. While I have been to various festivals throughout the world, I can
determine that Rotterdam is in the same league as the Toronto festival, for
example, it’s a market for film people where different fields of the cinema try to
get in and watch the films and inevitably choose which films they wished to buy
and invest in.

Were there any films from Iran in the line-up?
There were one or two in the more minor categories. But in the category I was
judging, there was nothing from Iran.

There seemed to be a time when every festival featured a film from Iran,
but recently the presence of Iranian cinema has become somewhat faded,
don’t you agree?

That’s the inevitable case in every country; you could look at the current of
national cinema in Japan or Mexico for example and they might have a golden
age and then, at another time there might be a downturn. Just this year Majid
Majidi’s film (Avaze Gonjeshk-ha/Song of Sparrows [2008]) was shown at
Berlin and won the ‘Silver Bear’ for Best Actor and I am sure that we will have
a representative from our country at Cannes.

We shouldn’t regard this as something alarming, as would those who are
opposed to cinema in Iran, and want to celebrate the early death of Iranian
cinema. It is currently very clear to everyone that Iranian cinema is facing a
downturn, but it’s only noticeable more recently, in the past there was little
expected from Iranian cinema, it had its modest attraction, whereas recently a lot
more is expected from Iranian cinema and these expectations are growing every
day, and the cinema must try to do something to overcome these setbacks, and
I’m sure it will be able to shake it off and continue to rise. And of course the
situation of the film industry and the decline can’t stray too far away from
internal matters, whether political or economical they have a substantial effect,



and Iranian cinema is interlinked with and reliant on such factors.
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Recently Iranian film-makers wrote a letter in protest of the Iranian
government’s policy towards cinema. I believe you are one of those who
signed the letter and you were in protest of the words of Mr Jamal Shorjeh
(an extremist film-maker) against Iranian independent film-makers.
When I was in Rotterdam, I was informed that such events had occurred in Iran
and I looked it up on the Internet and found that a petition had been formed and I
added my signature to it, and when I returned [to Iran] I became better informed
of the goings on and heard that they had withdrawn Bahman Farmanara’s film
from participation at the ‘Fajr Film Festival’, which did not come as a surprise.
This goes back to two years ago when Mr Saffar Harandi, the Minister of
Culture and Islamic Guidance, in his initial interviews in regards to cinema said
something like: we must supervise a film project from beginning to end, from
the screenplay to production. And then I remember at that moment I wrote an
article and did an interview, which were published in Shargh [newspaper] at the
time, pointing out that with this way of thinking about our cinema is going to
worsen every day. And I can’t comprehend how someone else could keep track



of the thoughts, or an idea of a scriptwriter or director, when it is something that
may come to you at any moment on the street or in your home or in your bed,
how would they be able to monitor what you’re thinking and how you’re going
to develop your ideas? And this way of thinking inevitably leads to, like it has
this year, for example the way they are using the Fajr Film Festival to account
for how uncooperative film-makers, are and how they can best quench the
defiance they will face from independent film-makers and such.

Mr Harandi (the Minister of Culture and Islamic Guidance) has given his own
description of what he expects of Iranian cinema, the ‘permissible’ cinema
(Cinema-ye Mobaah) as he called it, something that could causes no
transgression or benefit, no advantage nor disadvantage, and it mustn’t have a
critical outlook towards anything, and the audience should be left with nothing
to think about when leaving the cinema. They would want a cinema that is
consistently neutral, that has the static effect of nothingness. This is a template
which is suggested by Mr Harandi, and any film which deviates from this,
however slightly, will cause offence to them. And we can see their way of
thinking through the people who have spoken on their behalf.

But on the other hand we hear slogans about the idea of a ‘national cinema’,
a worthwhile cinema with a national or religious serving and one which is
meaningful in this sense.

Well the notion of a national cinema is a different discussion. They would never
use the adjective ‘national’ unless it was for the purpose of mass deception — we
would see time and time again, they would label a cinema to be [anti-Iranian].
Their understanding of cinema is not something that I would approve of as the
definition of a ‘national’ cinema. When we look at football we don’t have a
national team, we have a team that represents the Islamic Republic, the
Parliament of the Islamic Republic or Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcaster
[Seda va Sima-ye Jomhuri-ye Eslami], or anything else of the like.

But the only thing they were unable to stick this adjective to, was ‘cinema’...
it doesn’t even roll off the tongue. So their only understanding of it is something
that is aligned to the ideologies of, and one that is in service of, the regime. I
have been unable to provide a sufficient description, other than something seen
through the prism of ideology in service of the regime and its goals. If you make
a film that doesn’t correspond to this type of viewpoint, or even their current
description of it, then an event like this would occur.

What is in your opinion the most critical problem with the Fajr Film
Festival?
The Fajr festival is in actuality, one of the most politically orientated festivals in



the world. We don’t see any other event which is so utterly governed by the
political will and expression in the same way, where the influence exerted is the
ultimate factor when it comes to anything. The judgement panel is interlinked
with the method that they use to select films, which is through politically driven
decisions; everything about the selection is thus motivated. I was only a member
of jury once in Iran, and that was seven to eight years ago at the ‘Isfahan
International Festival of Films for Children and Young Adults’. I only accepted
to be juror on the condition that there would be no involvement on [the censors’]
part, and in the jury panel there wouldn’t be anyone else present, just the jurors.
And it was so that I became part of the jury, and on the last day when we were
coming to a decision, one of the authorities came in and I told him that ‘until you
leave the room we won’t commence’ and so he left the room, after that I was not
offered to be a juror again.

They want to decide for themselves who deserves the awards given there as
opposed to basing their opinion on the film’s merits, if the film doesn’t cohere to
their way of thinking then it must be boycotted. Just this year we had the jury
being shuffled and changed, films are put in an unimportant category or not
included in the festival at all, we don’t see anything of the like in other festivals.
And so neither is the selection committee esteemed, nor are [the censor’s] own
opinions; which are prone to being changed whenever they feel like it. So in
another festival if someone has been chosen to rank the films, they’ve been
chosen as the jurors, no one but them is in charge of making such decisions, their
judgements aren’t to be supervised or changed to suit the government’s, or
anyone else’s, inclinations.

What do you think constitutes as the deciding factor for the selection of the
jury at the Fajr Film Festival?

Well there are some things that must be in accordance to their ideologies and
such, but really there is no single individual able to have a complete influence,
even if someone such as Mr Jamal Shorjeh supports a certain film it may still not
be included in the final selection, because he is not the decision maker. They
cannot tolerate the slightest notion of independence, but they do place people in
this position for trivial and decorative purposes, so their opinions are not worth
anything. From this point of view it is the most political festival in the world,
designed to serve the single ideology and the will of the Ershad (The Ministry of
Culture and Islamic Guidance). For example, I saw the film We Only Live Twice
by Behnam Behzadi and I liked it very much, yet because they didn’t think it
adhered to their purposes then it wasn’t to be included in the main running of the
festival but rather put in a side category. We see this happening all the time.



What are your opinions about the International aspect to the [Fajr]
festival?

But there is still a lot of keenness from foreigners to attend the Fajr Film Festival
and this enthusiasm stems from the position and significance of Iranian cinema
in the world circuit. Many would like to be the ‘discoverer’ of the latest new
films and they always retain hope for Iranian cinema, and also when they see
that a film is not included in the selection they would try to get access to it, via
bootleg... whatever, and that’s what happened with my film The Circle. I had a
poor quality VHS copy to show but it was accepted, and it was the Venice Film
Festival which chose to screen it and in a sense they ‘discovered’ it. What they
do come for is the domestic [Iranian] films, what’s going on domestically is the
only genuine appeal for them. The international aspect of it shouldn’t be taken
seriously; it’s there for the sake of inclusion.

Close Up, Institute of Intellectual Development.

Would you consider the way that films are chosen for screening in the Fajr
Festival to correspond with the manner in which films are distributed on a
national scale? It’s very difficult to determine any parallels because they
constantly change the way they do things. Nothing is for certain and there’s a
sense of it all being done on the spot and it can change by the day. A film they
screen at Fajr might be prevented from distribution after that, or the other way



around if a film is seen to have problems, but a person comes up in defence of
the film it’ll get the go ahead. There’s no way of pre-emptively knowing what
course a film will take. And if they were forced to decide from and include films
made throughout the year, it would all depend on the prevailing opinion and
events happening in the government and when the film gets made, they might
pick up something they hadn’t before.

There was once a time when you had to consider a film’s screening at Fajr as
a gateway to that film being released at other cinemas... but now it’s become so
very different there’s no way of telling what the censors will think of your film
and how it will change from one minute to the next... [The censors] are
programmed to think so constrictively. When a film is being given the go over, it
must be in keeping with every authority’s point of view, and it becomes
condensed to the point that there is no such thing as cinema; until a notion of
cinema with ‘no advantage nor disadvantage’ is achieved. But then it reaches a
point when this is no longer a definition of ‘acceptable’ cinema, and the methods
and ideals are changed around once more and advantage and disadvantage mean
something different.

Most of your films have been prevented from distribution in Iran, what is
your personal experience in regards to the censorship mechanism present in
Iran?

I follow a strict principle not to accept a single frame from my film being taken
out or being moved about, as you are not aware of this it leads to problems.
Naturally, we cannot have this expectation of everyone in the industry; there are
only a few people who adhere to this refusal. I personally won’t allow for it,
while I’'m making a film I just pour everything into it and put no thought into
whether they’re going to allow its release, the only thing that goes into it is
whether I want to make such a film, and whether I am pleased with the result.
And after this process is complete I then put these considerations into thought
about how it will be distributed or what the film critics are going to think. So it’s
rare that I give thought to the prevailing tastes of others, I refuse to allow for a
single frame to be moved about for the reason that is that it could lead to the
bigger problem of you having to subconsciously censor yourself.

For example, say that I’ve put in the effort and waited for the right moment to
capture a shot — and eventually the censors cut that bit out — I wouldn’t have
done that if I was inclined to think, ‘Well look, what’s the point of me putting all
of the effort in if I know that it would be removed, or there’s a chance that it
could be’. They put pressure on the film-maker during the film-making process,
and after production is over, they force you to censor yourself and during these



stages they effectively remove sense of ownership; it is no longer the film that
you wanted to make. I’ve given no consideration to this way of thinking.
Because it is just as damaging to your film-making as it is to the individual film.

What is the censorship’s problem with your film-making?

That’s the thing, I don’t know, because I’m never given a convincing response. I
make it with the aim of having the film shown in Iran, but I don’t abide by the
idea of self censorship because that is the eventual aim of [the censors’] work,
it’s what they want for us — to reach the point of censoring yourself. But while
making a film I reiterate to myself ‘this film is going to get shown’, to motivate
myself to make my film. I try to keep to my convictions and while deep down I
know and realize that, for example, if I was to make a film about a [subject], I
really focus on it thinking of it as my duty and artistic need. Not what problem
the censors might have with it or what they’ll think about it in the end. I must
satisfy this artistic need and I don’t intend to stop just because it might be
boycotted. If I focus on a film I will carry on through with it till the end, not
abandon it and move on.

Regardless, there is a system of rigorous control and you are required at
various stages to comply and be put under control, for example, you need to
have a permission slip before you can begin shooting a film... How do you
operate clearly when there is this issue and it is one which has remained
constantly present throughout [the history of] Iranian cinema?

It is no doubt a persistent problem, and you need to find a way to make your
films. As you say it always has been like this. I mean even looking at [the
Iranian director] Sohrab Shahid-Saless’ experience when he wanted to make his
first feature film A Simple Event (1973). He was given some negative film to
make a short film but he managed to save the negative to make a feature film by
getting the shots in one take [as opposed to multiple]. So in a way he
circumvents the system in place. And this is consistently the case for Iranian
film-makers. There are times when it seems unfeasible to be able to make a film,
you can’t imagine that it would work... but then you realize that something can
be done and there are ways around such obstacles. Whether after or before the
revolution, when most of our energy goes into thinking of ways to make it
happen, countering the constrictions and hindrances in place, I maintain that 80
per cent of the effort that goes into making the film is there, it’s just using your
ingenuity to work around such problems. This is what must be done if you wish
to follow such pursuits [in Iran], and everyone has their own ways in which to do
this, different from another’s methods.



How far do you abide and give consideration to the red tape and the
absolute taboos that persist within Iranian cinema?

Never. When I was making The Circle, in Iranian cinema there had never been a
prostitute as a character in a film, so naturally I would think not to include it, but
it had to be there — at the end of the film — otherwise it wouldn’t have been
complete. They told me to take out 18 minutes from The Circle but I didn’t
accept. I don’t intend on following what they have allowed for us to do and what
not to do, just because they might allow something and not allow something else
doesn’t mean that you must only feature the aspects which they’ve permitted and
not include others. We aren’t trying to change our films to make them fit the
tastes of those in charge, or that of the critics, the domestic audience, the foreign
audience, we want them to accept our films based on their own tastes. So there’s
no red tape in this approach to cinema making.

Despite all of this, how much do you censor yourself?

Never. If I believe in something and I choose to make it, I will put my all into
making it happen, unless it was physically impossible, such as if I couldn’t
secure a budget for it. In the past three years I kept coming up with ideas and
projects which I immediately scrapped because I thought ‘this isn’t my film’.
When I decided to make The Circle, everybody told me not to make it. I was
under a severe pressure and it took me nine months to attain the permission to
make it. And finally I made it because I had to make it. There is no influence on
me and I never compromise. Once I told the authorities that if you do not let me
make films, I will make a film anyway with a person in a room and the
consequences would be a problematic for you.

Was there any idea at all that you ever liked to make but you abandoned
because of the censorship?

No, never. I made six films and they were those that I wanted to make, if I was
not allowed to make a film I would persevere until I could make it... it’s never
happened that I’ve abandoned a film I intended to make, up to this point. With
Offside, 1 was told by the authorities to shorten my previous film in order to be
allowed to make it. It was impossible. So how I would go about making such a
film is that first, I had to make it with a video camera because its regulations are
much easier. Second, I didn’t let anyone know that it was me that was making
the film. For example, I tried to make people think that someone else was
making the film and I was the consultant.

What about permission slips? There were films that were refused because of



just that — they didn’t have the permission slips to make a film in the first
place.

That’s where the 80 per cent comes in, you have to look around until you find
the right way to do it. But if there is a film that requires a big production and
there’s absolutely no way of obtaining the slip, then there’s nothing you can do.
But that just goes to show how resourceful the independent film-makers in Iran
have to be. And this also goes to show that independent films are the best of any
kind in Iran, because they don’t require the makers to give leeway to others
under any circumstance — they’re purely in it to make their own film.

An independent film requires an independent producer, is there such a
notion in Iranian cinema?

No. The reason that I produce my own films is that [the censors] try to put
pressure on producers, and as a producer he/she would have more than one film
in the running and they would threaten him/her — prevent his/her other films
from being released — if one is problematic for them. So he/she would choose to
sacrifice that film. Or if I was to use an unknown producer and the film failed to
be a success, then it would be very damaging for that person, and I couldn’t live
with that. I wouldn’t want anyone else to be my accomplice to a
‘misdemeanour’, because that would lead to more problems for the both of us. It
is so that in Iranian films the producer credit is often accredited to the director or
an unknown.

Although the foreign audience is familiar with your cinema as most of your
films have had effective foreign distribution, the domestic audience on the
other hand have not been able to see your films. Wouldn’t it have been
better if the film you had made got its release and was seen by the Iranian
audience?

If this was a few years ago, I would have agreed with you, but now it’s become
different, if someone wants to see my film they are able to, maybe not in the
cinema... if we consider Offside, I had planned for the film to get its release one
month before the World Cup tournament started — and it did precisely that; it
never got the release I wanted but, people did see it, everyone had a DVD copy.
It was impossible to get in the way of it being seen. They would have to put all
their effort into preventing it being made in the first place.

But the piracy of films is seen to have negative consequences for the film
industry, is that not the case for you?
Well that’s irrefutably the case, but for a film which wouldn’t get any other



source of distribution it can be beneficial; to get the censors to think ‘well, it’s
going to be seen eventually’. The people who [are responsible for the pirate
releases] don’t put thought into whether it would cause financial damage to the
film industry, they think of their own purposes and that’s how these films get
their release.

What about your opinion on the defectiveness of Khane Cinema (the
Iranian Alliance of Motion Picture Guilds), in protection of film-makers
from an issue such as piracy, I seem to remember that you had made
criticisms of the institution in your letter.

Within a system where everything is regulated and all cultural activities require
surveillance by the government, these bodies become meaningless and lose all
value. Khane Cinema (House of Cinema) is linked to and reliant on Ershad (The
Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance), so it is not an independent guild for
members of the film industry. Their only pride is their ability to secure insurance
for a film, and when it comes to real issues it comes up short. I continuously
brought this up and talked to people at Khane Cinema about the issue but to no
avail, I wrote a letter to the manager of Khane Cinema, stating that until you are
able to separate yourself from other authoritative bodies, I refuse to be involved
in any of your activities.

Consider this: at the gala held by Khane Cinema, I tried to have the film
Offside screened, yet no one, not even those who were members of the guild
were allowed to see it, only the jurors had access to it. And I wrote to them
stating that if this is the case, that I am not allowed to display my work among
my own guild members, then I have been reduced to an irreverent member of the
guild, and this could have adverse consequences for Khane Cinema... and until
it can divide itself from the government and its bodies and secure independence,
it’s an ineffective film institution.

Have you made any efforts to get your previous films such as The Circle or
Offside released?

I doubt anyone has tried as hard as I have to get the films released. I’ve tried
everything, except to have my film shortened — which I refuse on principle — I
have tried anything else.

What are your intentions for your next project?

I can’t elaborate, just to say that I intend to make a film about the people who
have been affected by war — of whom I have been among in real life. I will adopt
the humanitarian approach to war and to the people affected by war, now
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rewuring Lo uelr 1o11es.

It seems like it would be a large-scale project requiring at least some sort of
cooperation from the state...

Yes, although you shouldn’t consider it as a war film, with shooting and
violence etc... It will still require some provisions and facilities which are hard
to get... a train for example. I don’t want to set it against a specific setting and
location. It is a general view of the consequences of war, and war is all over the
world and affects people from every part of the world.

What are your predictions about Iranian cinema in the years to come?

So long as someone such as ‘Mr Saffar Harandi’ is in place, day by day it will
become worse, they will not cease until they achieve their goals so we have wait
and see how much of an effect they will have, and if they have an unlikely
change of heart or opinion. Like I said, currently, an event like the Fajr Film
Festival is an experiment to determine the extent to which they can constrict
film-makers and how they are able to further constrict in the future. And I
suspect that it will remain as such in the foreseeable future.

With these considerations, is there a possibility that you may one day choose
to leave the country and make your films outside of Iran?

There are film-makers, such as Sohrab Shahid Saless or Amir Naderi, who
started here and built their foundations and reputations in Iran, and once they left
Iran it seems that they have lost their nous for good cinema. There is that, and
there is also personal preference. It has been suggested to me that I go to LA and
make a film about Iranians there, and it had backing from large companies so
financially speaking it would’ve been a fruitful project. But I have no familiarity
with that place and even if I stay there for a few months it will only give me a
basic understanding; I can’t make a film outside of the country, and I have no
real incentive to do so. It depends on how you approach things and you ideas
when it comes to making cinema. I regard fame and money to be the derivative
of producing good works and I don’t actively aim to chase them for the sake of
it. I find no reason to do so now, but if at some point it becomes a necessity for
me then that’s what I’d be willing to do. I will try to pursue my career in this
geography, but with a humanitarian and worldwide perspective.

Parviz Jahed



Abbas Kiarostami, photographed by Parviz Jahed.



DIRECTORS

Director Abbas Kiarostami’s festival-circuit, breakthrough docudrama Nema-ye
Nazdik/Close-Up (1990) opens with a reporter and two police officers hiring a
taxi to take them to the current location of Mohsen Makhmalbaf impersonator,
Hossain Sabzian. With the journalist seated on the passenger side beside the
driver and the officers in the rear, Kiarostami alternates between frontal, static
framings of the left and right sides of the automobile, with the reporter
explaining Sabzian’s alleged crime to the driver. Arriving at the gated Ahankhah
family home where the impoverished Sabzian has insinuated himself as the
lauded director, Kiarostami’s camera remains outside the walls with the driver,
as Sabzian is arrested offscreen. We watch as the middle-aged cabbie kicks a
discarded aerosol can down the modestly sloping road, with Kiarostami’s
telephoto lens following its uneven path. Following the reporter’s subsequent
search for a tape recorder wherein he communicates with the Ahankhah’s non-
visible neighbours over their intercoms, the journalist strikes the same aerosol
can that now sits at the bottom of the slope.

Though, as Tony Rains (2001: 300) points out, Close-Up’s’ urban setting and
[...] incorporation of both real and fake documentary sequences place it slightly
outside the main current of his work’, the film’s opening passage nonetheless
epitomizes the director’s art. Even this section’s introduction of fictitious
documentary footage, though by no means normative for either the director’s
fictional or non-fictional works, succeeds in revealing one of Kiarostami’s
principle preoccupations: the shifting fictional status of film images. The
director certainly pursues a very similar strategy in his following two features,
Zendegi va digar hich.../Life, and Nothing More... (1992) and Zire darakhatan
zeyton/Through the Olive Trees (1994). In the former, Kiarostami treats the
journey of an unnamed film director and his son to locate the child stars of



Kiarostami’s Khane-ye doust kodjast?/Where is the Friend’s House? (1987),
after the cataclysmic Manjil-Rudbar earthquake that took the lives of tens of
thousands of Iranians in June 1990. Having the extra-textual knowledge of the
earthquake and that Kiarostami himself was the director of the film that is
referenced throughout Life, and Nothing More..., we assume that this later
picture’s journey is not only modelled on Kiarostami’s own search for the
children, but that Life, and Nothing More...’s narrative depicts the contingency
of this expedition. We are led to assume that the filmmaker-protagonist’s trip is
consubstantial with Kiarostami’s, that we are watching a non-fictional work that
only masquerades as narrative fiction.

However, the director’s subsequent Through the Olive Trees leads us to
question the assumed reality of Life, and Nothing More.... In its depiction of the
making of a film in the aftermath of the same earthquake, utilizing the same
rural locations and some of the same actors — in sum, a film is being made out of
the Life, and Nothing More... conceit — Through the Olive Trees encourages us
to think retroactively of what was left out of Life, and Nothing More..., what was
erased. In the 1994 film, we see and continuously hear the meta-film’s crew, and
witness multiple retakes of a scene after Hossein repeatedly flubs a line. In this
way, Kiarostami discloses the scaffolding of his art, commensurate with much
modernist film practice (perhaps best exemplified by the works of Jean-Luc
Godard), highlighting the labour involved in producing the seemingly artless
Life, and Nothing More.... Likewise, Through the Olive Trees helps us to
unravel Life, and Nothing More...’s complex ontological status: rather than the
non-fiction passing as fiction that its subject suggests, Life, and Nothing More...
is fiction pretending to be non-fiction pretending to be fiction. Through the Olive
Trees shows that Life, and Nothing More... is in fact art, not life.

By comparison, Close-Up considers the division between life and art through
its investigation of Sabzian’s motives and the implications of his impersonation
of Makhmalbaf. Through the Olive Trees examines the same theme spatially via
its construction of a mise en scene that delineates on-camera space from off. This
formal strategy emerges most conspicuously during the aforesaid repeated takes,
where the viewer becomes aware progressively of the off-camera spaces behind
the camera and above its field of view, thanks to a series of cutaways articulating
these adjacent spaces housing the crew and an actress who remains mostly out-
of-view for the scene. As such, Kiarostami acknowledges a world beyond the
representational capacity of his art, a space that characteristically remains unseen
in conventional cinema; in this way, he produces an art that is more than the sum
of what we see and hear. Kiarostami’s cinema, and this is (for this writer) its



greatest formal accomplish, continually makes us aware of the space beyond the
frame, of the unseen.

Through the Olive Trees’ noted reliance on multiple representations of the
same event links that film to the director’s pre-Close-Up corpus. In his
structuralist-oriented pedagogical shorts, Dow Rahehal Baraye yek
Massaleh/Two Solutions for One Problem (1975) and Be Tartib ya Bedoun-e
Tartib/Orderly or Disorderly (1981), Kiarostami comically reruns the same
scenario with his human subjects behaving in conflicting ways, thus producing
more and less desirable results. (The fine Orderly or Disorderly also provides an
early example of Kiarostami’s destabilization of the categories of contingency
and control in its representation of a motorist illegally running a red light during
one of the ‘orderly’ segments. More paradigmatically, the reporter’s narratively
punctuating kicking of the aerosol can in Close-Up invites us to reconsider
whether the presumably contingent, similar act of the taxi driver is scripted.) In
the director’s medium-length, non-fiction Hamshahri/Fellow Citizen (1983), we
are presented with the daily tasks of a traffic officer as he listens to an unending
string of excuses — mostly from motorists who remain offscreen — and makes
countless exceptions. In this regard, Kiarostami builds his critique of Iranian
legalism on banal repetition. Similarly, the director’s non-fiction Mashgh-e
Shab/Homework (1989) depicts institutional inadequacy, namely of the
educational system in theocratic Iranian society, through a series of student
interviews that further extends his aesthetic of repetition.

Homework moreover exemplifies Kiarostami’s pre-1990s corpus in its
emphasis on the lives and problems of children. After helping to establish
Kanoon (Institute for the Cognitive Development of Children and Young Adults)
in 1969, Kiarostami made his directorial debut in 1970 with the child-centered
short Nan va Koutcheh/The Bread and the Alley, before turning to longer-form
filmmaking for the first time with Mossafer/The Traveller (1974). With The
Traveller, the director’s protagonist again is a pre-pubescent boy, who in this
case pretends to photograph adults in order to earn money — a trademark
Kiarostami act of deception. Kiarostami’s full-length debut came three years
later with Gozaresh/The Report (1977), his first film to treat social issues
explicitly (with Shohreh Aghdashloo in another prominent childhood role).
Following another decade of shorts made for Kanoon, including Man ham
mitounam/So Can I (1975) and Dandan Dard/Toothache (1983), the latter of
which presents a darkly comic lesson in dental hygiene (thanks to its signature
use of off-camera sound), Kiarostami released what would become his first
major success in the West, and the first film in his ‘Koker trilogy’, Where is the



Friend’s House? Here, Kiarostami presents a child (Babek Ahmadpour) in his
search for a classmate whose failure to remember his homework notebook will
mean expulsion from school. The child protagonist disobeys his parents and later
suffers adult apathy as he traverses the rural landscape surrounding his home
village of Koker. Where is the Friend’s House? is characteristic thusly of both
the childhood subjects that defined the director’s work prior to Close-Up and of
the rural landscapes that predominated after his 1990 film.

The emphasis on rural landscapes is one of the defining features of the
director’s 1990s idiom, which begins in earnest with the second of the director’s
‘Koker trilogy’, Life, and Nothing More..., and particularly, with a scene 35
minutes into the narrative. In the midst of the director-protagonist and son’s
drive across the steep mountain roads, shot from above, they stop for a
pedestrian traveller carrying a porcelain toilet. After he sits in the passenger seat
of the car, the film director recommences driving; we hear their conversation — at
a volume that would assume a position within the vehicle — from a series of
viewpoints that remain outside the automobile, at varying angles (eye-level to
bird’s eye) and distances (full to extreme long) from the hatchback.
Consequently, we are invited to imagine the speakers talking to one another
inside the automobile, even though we are only able to see the actors in profile
from a very great distance. We are, in other words, encouraged to complete the
space that is largely removed from view, to ‘fill in the blanks’ (Rosenbaum
1998). This strategy becomes even clearer in Ta’m e guilass/Taste of Cherry
(1997) and Bad ma ra khahad bord/The Wind Will Carry Us (1999), where the
director opts for even longer, cosmic framings of his still audible protagonists’
vehicles moving through rural, mountainous landscapes. (Both films, though
especially Taste of Cherry, also feature frequent close-ups, most of which are
shot within moving automobiles; no less than the extreme long shot, the close-up
is fundamental to Kiarostami’s directorial craft.) Collectively, it is in these
moments that Kiarostami’s ‘unfinished cinema’, as the director himself called it,
crystallizes (Kiarostami 1998).

So too in the concluding passages of Life, and Nothing More..., Through the
Olive Trees, and the penultimate section of Taste of Cherry. In each of these,
unlike the affirmative, freeze-frame resolutions of Where is the Friend’s House?
and Close-Up, the spectator is required to finish the narrative his or herself. In
Life, and Nothing More... the unfinished narrative preserves the question of
whether or not the film director finds Babek and Ahmad Ahmadpour; in
Through the Olive Trees, Kiarostami leaves it up to his viewers to decide
whether Tahereh consents to marry Hossein; and in Taste of Cherry, the



narrative refuses to answer whether Mr Badii kills himself. However, by offering
a digital video coda, scored with Louis Armstrong’s ‘St. James Infirmary’
(1928), Kiarostami effectively hints at an optimistic resolution to Taste of
Cherry; indeed, he similarly tips his hand, so to speak, with his kinetic finales —
paired with uplifting classical scoring — to his two prior films. In Through the
Olive Trees in particular, we are compelled to believe that Hossein wins his
beloved as he rushes back towards us in extraordinarily long final framing. For
this writer, Through the Olive Trees conclusion qualifies not only as one of the
glories of Kiarostami’s humanist cinema, but of the medium as a whole. It is a
moment that illustrates how deeply felt the director’s cinema can be, how
humane and emotionally moving. (A second, more extra-textual moment of
supreme warmth comes in the sudden, unexpected appearance of the
Ahmadpour’s carrying potted plants. For the patient viewer, Kiarostami answers
Life, and Nothing More...’s most pressing question.)

Kiarostami’s invitation to his viewers to complete his work finds its fullest
expression both visually and thematically in the director’s final film of the
1990s, The Wind Will Carry Us. Here, Kiarostami systemically excludes
characters from ever appearing on screen, whether it is the century-old woman
whose imminent death the filmmakers have arrived to capture, or even the
director’s crew who are often heard but not seen. The protagonist further
receives numerous phone calls from his urban acquaintances, who likewise
remain offscreen, and in their case inaudible; with each call, due to the area’s
poor cellular reception, the lead is required to drive to the top of a hill in order to
communicate. This plot point permits Kiarostami to insert his signature distant
mobile-framings of vehicles traversing rural landscapes, and also to develop the
repetition theme that structured his pedagogical shorts. Hence, The Wind Will
Carry Us serves as a summation for the director’s film art.

Ultimately, it is those persons who remain off screen that are most
thematically significant in the aforesaid passages. Throughout The Wind Will
Carry Us, Kiarostami references a world that remains invisible, and frequently
inaudible to his spectators, though never less than real. Kiarostami accordingly
creates a presence without presence in The Wind Will Carry Us, an immaterial
reality that he leaves to his viewers to interpret. If the three previous features
invite us to answer questions regarding narrative resolution, The Wind Will
Carry Us presents a much larger area of inquiry: the existence of the soul. With
Taste of Cherry, The Wind Will Carry Us marks Kiarostami’s pursuit of a
spiritual film art, and one that follows the logic of poetry that the latter film
includes in quotation (the film in fact takes its name from poet/filmmaker



Forugh Farrokhzad’s eponymous verse). Consequently, The Wind Will Carry Us
also represents one of the director’s most materially eminent works: the sights
and especially the sounds of the enveloping natural world are everywhere
present in this landscape-dominated work. In this respect, Kiarostami’s The
Wind Will Carry Us and his 1990s corpus as a whole can be said to fulfill André
Bazin’s realist film program.

At the dawn of the twenty-first century, no filmmaker’s critical stature
exceeded Abbas Kiarostami’s on the international art film and festival circuits.
The year 2000 was particularly significant for the director, due not only to his
selections as the 1990s ‘most outstanding’ filmmaker by the Cinématheque
Ontario (Canada) and the decade’s ‘best’ director by Film Comment magazine
(United States), but also for the three major works produced by his former
assistant directors, Bahman Ghobadi’s Zamani barayé masti asbha/A Time for
Drunken Horses (2000), Jafar Panahi’s Dayereh/The Circle (2000) and Hassan
Yektapanah’s Djomeh (2000). Considered together, the works of these three,
along with those of former collaborators Ebrahim Forouzesh (Kiarostami
scripted the director’s Kelid/The Key [1987]) and Mohammad-Ali Talebi
(Kiarostami also provided the screenplay for Talebi’s Beed-o baad/Willow and
Wind [1999]), crew members Kiumars Pourahmad (Nan o she’r/Bread and
Poetry [1994]) and son (Safari be Diare Mosafer/Journey to the Land of the
Traveler [1993]), and directors with considerable affinities such as Rafi Pitts
(Zemestan/It’s Winter [2006]), constitute a school of filmmaking for which
Kiarostami is both the pivotal figure and the most frequent source of inspiration.
Among the above, Panahi’s work has come closest to matching the high artistic
achievement and international renown of Kiarostami’s, beginning with the
former’s Kiarostami-scripted, child-centered Badkonake sefid/The White Balloon
(1995). Kiarostami also provided Panahi with a second screenplay for the
exceptional Talaye sorkh/Crimson Gold (2003), a socially conscious work
inspired by Robert Bresson’s Pickpocket (1959). In this last film, as in The
Circle and Offside (2006), Panahi maintains a documentary specificity similar to
that of the master’s, while also creating off-camera spaces that attain a
robustness comparable to Kiarostami’s work of the 1990s.

Considering, then, both the critical status of his 1990s corpus, and the
influence that it exerted, it is notable that Kiarostami’s work in the 2000s
diverged from the aforesaid aesthetic, towards a cinema reliant on the artistic
possibilities of the then still nascent digital medium. In his first feature of the
new century, shot on consumer-grade digital video, Kiarostami returned to a
documentary format and an emphasis on childhood subjects for the first time in



more than a decade (excluding his screenplays for other directors), with his
treatment of the Ugandan AIDS crisis, ABC Africa (2001). The director’s
fictional follow-up, Ten (2002), likewise introduced a social consciousness
through its examination of the struggles of women in contemporary Iranian
society, as depicted through a series of taxi rides marked off with black and
white numbers counting down from ten to one. Kiarostami films his female
driver, her occasionally present son — who provides Kiarostami with another
characteristically precocious, pre-teen male protagonist — and her passengers (in
the front seat and back) through a series of alternating left and right, frontal
(DV) framings. In this respect, Ten returns not only to the setting of Close-Up’s
opening passage, but to its aesthetic as well. Ten in fact is very much a film of
close-ups.

Where Ten differs from the majority of Kiarostami’s preceding efforts is in
the directness with which it treats Iran’s social ills. Of course, while much of this
remains typically hidden from view, as for instance with the unrepentant
prostitute who sits in the engulfing nocturnal shadows of the back seat (though
we do eventually see her climbing into a john’s car in the recesses of the frame),
the very fact of Kiarostami’s treatment of this subject makes it stand out from his
better known 1990s efforts. Moreover, Ten also departs from its predecessors for
its militancy, revealed in the shaved head of one of the taxi driver’s passengers,
which she discloses by removing her white scarf. Uncharacteristically for a
director who pursues the possibilities of off-camera representation as far as any
artist in the medium’s history, Ten’s most dramatic revelation appears
unequivocally on screen.

In the years since Ten, Kiarostami’s work has increasingly moved out of the
cinema and into the gallery, while also pursuing other avenues in the visual arts
(including still photography). Among his cinematic works of this period, Five
Dedicated to Ozu (2003), the most extreme of his landscape films, ostensibly
presents five static, long sequence-shots depicting various seascapes filmed from
the shore — though characteristic for Kiarostami, he manipulates the last of these
‘takes’ through a series of edits that he hides from the viewer. Utilizing a
strategy similar to James Benning’s structuralist work of the same period,
Kiarostami’s five segments retrain the film’s viewers to experience movement
within the frame as they would dramatic events in traditional narrative cinema.
The director’s Shirin (2008), on the other hand, returns to the subject of off-
camera space as it presents an offscreen film’s projection from beginning to end,
while we as spectators view a series of women reacting to the film that we hear
but never see. It is in this sense another narrative of excessive repetition; of



female faces (following Ten); and most significantly for the director’s corpus, of
a vivid offscreen space forged through the exacting use of off-camera sound — a
visually absent presence.

Michael J Anderson
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DIRECTORS

While Ebrahim Golestan generally refuses to be pigeonholed, he can be best
recognized as a veteran Iranian filmmaker, writer and ex-political activist. His
impact and widespread influence on Iranian filmmakers and writers is
undeniable, described by Abbas Milani as ‘the quintessential artist of his
generation’.

As an intellectual who has, in equal parts, been influenced by western culture
and rooted firmly within the realms of Iranian wisdom and cultural copiousness,
he has always tried to go his own way and maintain his independence while still
trying to benefit from the gains of commercial success as well as attaining
government support during the Shah’s regime. He used these advantages to
pursue his artistic goals in a viable and successful manner.

Though his cinematic career was not prolific, spanning over only two feature-
length films (Khesht Va Ayeneh/The Brick and The Mirror [1963] and Asrare
Ganje Dareye Genie/The Secret of the Treasure of the Jinn Valley [1972]) and a
few documentaries, he has a unique position in the history of Iranian cinema for
his modern and progressive approach. Golestan is celebrated not only for his
literary works (short stories and Persian translations of American literature) but
for his outstanding documentary films including, Moj, Marjan, Khara/Wave,
Coral and Stone (1962), Tapehaye Marlik/The Hills of Marlik (1965) and Yek
Atash/A Fire (1961). He has had a significant influence on Iranian writers,
filmmakers and intellectuals, and can be regarded as one of the most prominent
figures in Iran’s cultural and intellectual sphere.

Born in Shiraz in 1922, his father was the publisher of a local newspaper
called Golestan. He was a student of law at the University of Tehran but left his
studies unfinished and began to write short stories in 1949, publishing his first
collection of stories ‘Azar Maahe Akhare Payeez’/‘November, the End of Fall’



in the same year. He was a member and an active figure of Iran’s Toodeh Party
(a legal communist party that was active in Iran until 1953) and published a
series of articles in the newspapers Mardom and Rahbar, the official
publications of that party. He was initially in charge of the foreign section of
Rahbar and then he became its chief editor. After that he went to Mazandaran (a
province in the north of Iran) and took charge of the Toodeh Party in the region.

After a while, he stopped his political activities and separated himself from
Toodeh Party (around 1946), engaging himself exclusively in literary and artistic
activities. He was first to translate the works of Ernest Hemingway, William
Faulkner, Ivan Turgenev and Bernard Shaw, and introduced them to Iranian
readers. Golestan has been always praised for his beautiful and poetic prose. He
was very much influenced by Ernest Hemingway in story writing — although it is
something he strenuously denies — and accordingly, established a style of writing
not present in Iranian fiction literature beforehand. The conscious inclusion of
assertiveness, multifaceted characterization, and a focus on their actions are
elements that seeps into his fiction films as well.

The particular position of Golestan and his prominent standing among Iranian
intellectuals and his guiding and directing role in literature and cinema was the
main differential element between Golestan and other writers and filmmakers of
his time. Much of Golestan’s filmography consists of short industrial
documentaries commissioned by the Iran Oil Company and similar entities,
including A Fire, which shows the efforts of workers to extinguish an oil-well
fire in the south of Iran. The establishment of Golestan Film Unit (Studio
Golestan) can be considered a turning point in the history of Iran’s documentary
filmmaking. When Iran’s oil industry became nationalized, Golestan was
making newsreels for the American NBC and CBC networks. At the same time
he pursued his cooperation with Iran Oil Company. It was during these times
that the US-British led coup d’état against Dr Mosaddeq (the democratically
elected Prime Minister of Iran from 1951 to 1953) was happening and resulted in
his being overthrown. Golestan was filming these events as they occurred using
reversal film and sent them abroad by aeroplanes.

Later he was transferred to the Iran Oil Consortium and he managed the
bureau of film and photography. In 1957 Golestan went to the south of Iran to
film oil discoveries and he composed a documentary from the footage he had
taken, entitled Az Ghatreh ta Darya/From Drop to Sea which was his first
serious documentary film. The film received favourable attention from the
officials of the Consortium and it was the beginning of his documentary
filmmaking career and the first stage of the establishment of the Golestan Film



Unit (Studio Golestan).

In an interview with the author, he said about the formation of the Golestan
Film Unit:

At this time (1958), [the Iran Oil Company] intended to establish a film
department. I also wanted to leave the Iran Oil Company and I resigned but
they asked me to make another film for them. I signed a contract with the
Consortium independently to produce a documentary film about Khark Island
and the oil pipeline from Aghajari to Khark. According to this contract, the
Consortium undertook the task of providing us with equipment and
accessories in instalments and would deduct these instalments from my
income over three years. I then purchased a piece of land and built a place at
the studio and gradually settled my accounts with the Consortium.

Golestan’s first series of documentaries for the Iran Oil Consortium, titled
‘Chehsm Andaz’/‘Perspective’ was a report on current affairs and events, mainly
in connection with issues regarding oil and the activities of British workers in
Iran. ‘Cheshm Andaz’ was produced in six parts between the years 1957 and
1962 and the collection is regarded as the first genuine documentary films of
Iranian cinema. Subsequently, Golestan made the documentary A Fire which
was an exciting narrated piece about the containment process of a fire in the oil
wells of Ahwaz; one of the biggest fires of the history of oil extraction hitherto,
which took 65 days to extinguish. A Fire was welcomed and praised by viewers
and film critics, gaining much credit for Golestan’s filmmaking talents. Rahmat
Mazaheri, the film critic of Honar va Cinama/Art and Cinema magazine wrote
of it:

In recent years, many have dreamed of saving Farsi cinema. Fortunately,
much earlier than we anticipated, Golestan put an end to our wait by making
Yek Atash. Yek Atash is more than a documentary. Considering its stunning
editing, it elevates the film from merely an educational piece about fires in oil
wells. Ebrahim Golestan and Forough Farrokhzad have created a pure work of
art out of the blazes of fire.

Golestan himself introduces the film in a short note sent from abroad to a film
journal in Tehran:

Now Yek Atash is away from me and my friends and I, who made it, don’t
think about it anymore. Good or bad, it is over [...]. We made it as an



experience. Shahrokh Golestan had not shot a film to that date and Forough
Farrokhzad had not done any editing. We knew that our pictures are about a
fascinating event and we wanted not to depend on this advantage. Many oil
wells had caught fire and many films had been made based on these fires, we
however, wanted to create another mood and atmosphere. That is why it took
us so long to make it. Now, watching the rainbow extended over the Adriatic
is more pleasant than any prize or reward.

Golestan’s documentary films were the first Iranian films to receive international
acclaim. Khaneh Siah Ast/The House is Black (Forough Farrokhzad, 1962) a
Golestan Film production, won the 1963 grand prize for documentary films at
the ‘Oberhausen Film Festival’ in West Germany. A Fire was praised at the
“Venice Film Festival’ in 1961 by the jury, and The Hills of Marlik, was the
winner of the St Marco Lion prize in 1964. Afterwards, Golestan made some
more documentary films in collaboration with his filmmaking team in the
Golestan Film Unit including: Wave, Coral and Stone, Aab va Garma/Water and
Heat (1962), Sepid va Siah/Black and White (1962), Ma Adamim/We are Human
(1962), The Hills of Marlik and Ganjinehaye Gohar/The Treasures of Gems.
Among them Wave, Coral and Stone and The Hills of Marlik are of most
significance.

The most important characteristic of Golestan’s documentaries is their poetic
style which is conveyed through the tempo and rhythm of the images and a
flowing narration spoken by Golestan himself. This was in line with the general
perception of Iranian film critics of the time about Golestan’s documentaries,
giving Golestan a unique position in the history of Iranian cinema as the founder
of ‘real’ documentary cinema in Iran. But Golestan’s feature films (The Brick
and The Mirror and xThe Secret of the Treasure of the Jinn Valley) did not
receive a positive reaction from Iranian film critics in the same vein. Yet by the
assessment of critics such as Jonathan Rosenbaum and the French critic Jean
Douchet, the film was triumphant and effective in its artistic expression. As a
result of which, they would think highly of Golestan in comparison to other
Iranian contemporaries.

At that time, Golestan himself wrote for the Honar va Cinama publication,
writing notes on his own work and the works of his colleagues at the Golestan
Film Unit. Golestan’s next documentary film The Hills of Marlik, was a poetic
documentary about the archeological excavations in Marlik area of Iran. The
film features a poetic tone and philosophical expression about life, civilization
and cultural heritage. In an interview he stated that he did not intend to make a
report on the archeological findings in Marlik or to produce coverage of



historical facts, but rather create an abstract expression. In his own words:

Marlik isn’t a lecture on archeology. I wanted to make cinema [...] the cinema
that I aim to create is different from a series of pictures used to illustrate a
concept. [...] of course I want the spectator to understand my work, but if he
doesn’t it doesn’t mean that the work is incomprehensive. If he doesn’t
comprehend it, we should help him to understand, not to change the work
[...]. Art derives from righteousness. It is righteousness which is important
not complexity.

Golestan made only two feature films, and the first of these, The Brick and The
Mirror, was regarded as a masterpiece by many film critics including Jonathan
Rosenbaum. It is a black and white film that concerns a Tehran taxi driver
(Zakaria Hashemi) who finds a weeping infant in the back of his car just after
giving a lift to a mysterious veiled woman (Forough Farrokhzad). His effort to
get rid of this unwanted baby is the stating point of his journey into the darkness
of Tehran and its odd inhabitants. The film was a harmonious combination of
social-realism and expressionism. In fact The Brick and The Mirror was the
beginning of an intellectual and artistic movement in Iranian cinema, an
alternative cinema to Film Farsi, the popular and mainstream form of cinema in
pre-revolutionary Iran. It is considered as the very first spark of Iran’s New
Wave Cinema along with films such as Jonoub-e Shahr/The South of the City,
Shab-e Ghuzi/The Night of the Hunchback (1964) (both directed by Farrokh
Ghaffari) and Siavash dar Takht-e-Jamshid/Siyavash in Persepolis (Fereydoun
Rahnama).

The interaction between cinema and literature is most evident in Golestan’s
striking film The Brick and The Mirror which is most likely a reflection of his
unique narrative style and storytelling. As a story writer acquainted with the
modern narrative structure, whether in story writing or script writing, Golestan
employed modern techniques of storytelling in the narrative form, and it was a
controversial film in some respects. There was a slogan in an advertisement for
the film which was published in Keyhan newspaper on 25 January 1965: ‘A film
that may upset you or even force you to leave the cinema, but it will make you
contemplate’. The structure of The Brick and The Mirror is divided into several
parts. Apart from the main narrative, there are also sub-narratives within the film
which were until that point, completely unseen and controversial subjects for
Iranian cinema at the time. With his modern narrative approach and by
abandoning the classic form of storytelling, Golestan created a huge severance
from the old principles of Iranian popular cinema and furthered the simplistic



approach of the family melodrama, which was the main popular genre in Iranian
cinema in the 1960s.

In The Brick and The Mirror, Golestan tried to take his camera among real
people and real places. The realistic look of the film; expressing the details of
the everyday lives of the people in the streets, and Golestan’s poetic view, later
had a deep impact on the filmmaking style of the realism-focused film
movement in Iran. While the film was a metaphorical picture of the crisis filled,
stagnant and fearful society of Iran after the military coup, it is at the same time
a criticism of the intellectual atmosphere of the 1960s — intellectuals who were
busy having boring, redundant, and useless discussions in cafes without paying
any heed to what went on around them and without feeling any responsibility.
But due to its controversial cinematic structure and its somehow complicated
expression that made comprehension difficult for spectators used to the simple
cinema of Film Farsi, it did not find many addresses. It was also disparaged by
the film critics and cinematic writers of that time, who mockingly referred to it
as having ‘some intellectual gestures’. Shamim Bahar, a well known film critic
wrote:

Khesht va Ayeneh is a bad film, with all the shortcomings and artistic
pretences which can be seen in most of the primary films of an average
filmmaker. It hasn’t the power to do what it aims to do. It is full of long, extra,
boring minutes and futile mistakes and explaining the obvious, while Khesht
va Ayeneh is an experience, it’s an unsuccessful one.

Parviz Davaee, another well known film critic of the time also attacked the film
and called it ‘a waste of money, time and energy [...]. Mr Golestan you can’t
make films for people’. In The Brick and The Mirror, Golestan avoided all the
clichés and conventions of Film Farsi and its familiar attractions such as sex,
violence, dancing and singing. The only dancing and singing scene of the film
holds no resemblance to the typical singing and dancing of a Film Farsi. The
dancer is always in long shot in the background, and Golestan’s camera never
shows her in the foreground. In this way Golestan defamiliarizes a stereotypical
element of Film Farsi. In fact, in The Brick and The Mirror Golestan succeeded
in presenting his thoughts and ideas in cinematic form, and combined his
documentary style with his poetic and literary mentality: “Why should we follow
rules, especially externally imposed rules? Why shouldn’t we impose our own
rules?’

The dialogues and monologues contain subjective and philosophical concepts,
which apart from their poetic essence, did not adapt to the usual and day-to-day



talk of ordinary people. Taji Ahmadi and Zakaria Hashemi’s performances are
sincere and transparent, and Soleyman Minassian’s black-and-white widescreen
cinematography renders a poetic and highly evocative aesthetic. The Brick and
The Mirror was not well received either by film critics nor the ordinary
spectators at its time of release, but it left an impact on the filmmakers of the
next generation of Iranian filmmakers, such as Nasser Taghvaee in Aramesh dar
Hozoor-e Digaran/Tranquility in the Presence of Others (1970), Arbi Ovanesian
in Cheshmeh/The Spring (1972), Hajir Dariush in Bita, and Sohrab Shahid Sales
in Tabiat-e Bijaan/Inanimate Nature.

Ten years later Ebrahim Golestan made his second fiction, and last cinematic
film, The Secret of the Treasure of the Jinn Valley. The film is about a poor and
humble peasant who becomes rich and corrupt after discovering a cache of
antique jewels in a cavern beneath his farm. It is a metaphorical and satirical
film in the shape of a simple comedy,and with its use of a famous and popular
Iranian-cinema cast, it criticized attempts made to modernize society by the
Shah. If we were to disregard its metaphorical qualities and political agenda, it
would be hard to believe that it was made by the same director as The Brick and
The Mirror. The edge of Golestan’s criticism is so sharp in this film that led to
the confiscation of the film and his arrest. The ban placed on the film did not
allow it to take its natural course of release, and the level of its impact was
clearly determined.

Golestan was disillusioned with working in Iran and decided to go into self-
imposed exile. He shot down his studio and sold it, and migrated to the United
Kingdom in 1975. While he has been residing in his manor near Bolney in
Sussex, he has maintained his connection to and relation with today’s cultural
and cinematic flows in Iran, and every once in a while writes essays on the past
and present of Iranian cinema and the aesthetics of modern painting and poetry
that are sporadically published in various sources — and, as a result of his direct
manner and his general resentment of particular aspects of artistic and
intellectual movements, these articles are often the cause much debate.

Despite his remaining partially active within the sphere, he has not produced a
film since his exile. The last fictional piece to be released by him, the novel
Khoroos/The Rooster was first published in the United States in 1995 and in Iran
in 2006 — only to be banned quickly thereafter. All of his films and books are
banned in Iran officially, but they are available to his vast fans thanks to Iran’s
culturally unique and intellectually driven black market. During his period in
exile he would rarely grant an audience, whether to his fans or journalists. His
reclusiveness and reluctance to see journalists and researchers naturally lead to a



parable, and he is thought of as an elusive and mysterious figure. When the
author conducted a lengthy interview with Mr Golestan and published it with his
permission in 2005, in a way, the floodgates opened and this highly important
figure was brought to a wider audience. This lead to many consecutive
interviews and he became deservedly more celebrated.

Parviz Jahed
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DIRECTORS

Jafar Panahi was born in 1960 in Mianeh, East Azerbaijan, Iran. He grew up in
Mianeh and Tehran in the same labyrinth of alleys he captures in Badkonake
sefid/The White Balloon (1995) and Dayereh/The Circle (2000). His formative
years coincided with the 1970s, during which the intense cultural activities
supported by such cultural institutions as the Institute for the Cognitive
Development of Children and Young Adults (IIDCYA) and the Centre for the
Preservation and Propagation of Iranian Music, had created a positive ambiance
for the growth of Iranian performing arts and cinema. Panahi’s father, a house
painter, who loved cinema, had decided that going to cinema was not good for
his son. Thus, though he sometimes managed to sneak into cinemas, the fear of
being caught by his father restricted his exposure to melodramatic Iranian,
Indian, and Hollywood films regularly shown in pre-revolutionary Iranian
cinemas. This restriction, however, proved a blessing in disguise. Panahi, who
had already in 1970 written a story and won the first prize in a children’s literary
competition, began to frequent the IIDCY A, where he could see the films of
leading Iranian and non-Iranian directors for free. This early exposure to art
films by such directors as Vittorio De Sica, Abbas Kiarostami and Bahram
Beyzaie, who reflected on the ordinary life of average people, reformed his
vision. He particularly liked Vittorio De Sica’s Ladri di biciclette/Bicycle
Thieves (1948) and Kiarostami’s Nan va Koutcheh/The Bread and the Alley
(1970) and Mossafer/The Traveller (1974) (Doénmez-Collin 2006).

During the late 1970s, he developed a passion for photography and
filmmaking. He shot brief pieces on 8 mm camera, acted in one film, and
worked as assistant director in another. Having survived the experience of the
1978-79 Revolution, Panahi was drafted into the army in the early 1980s and
served at the front where he also made a documentary about an Iraqi raid on an



Iranian Kurdish town, which was later broadcast by Iranian National Television.
After his military service, Panahi joined the College of Cinema and Television
where he trained his mind by exposing himself to the vast archive of films by
such leading directors as Alfred Hitchcock, John Ford, Ingmar Bergmann, Luis
Buiiuel and Vittorio De Sica. As a student, he also made a few documentaries for
the Iranian national television.

In 1990, Panahi worked as assistant director for Kambozia Partovi’s The Fish.
The experience prepared him for directing his first short feature, Th e Friend
(1992), which celebrated Kiarostami’s The Bread and the Alley. Then in 1994
when he was working as assistant director for Kiarostami’s Zire darakhatan
zeyton/Through the Olive Trees, Kiarostami wrote the script of The White
Balloon for him, which he turned into a world renowned film the next year.
Having enjoyed his unexpected but well deserved success, Panahi went on to
make The Mirror (1997), The Circle, Talaye sorkh/Crimson Gold (2003) and
Offside (2006) which created a new form of realism that won him numerous
awards in international film festivals and established him as one of the greatest
filmmakers of the Iranian New Wave.

Neo-realism: Iranian style

In the chaos of contradictory writings that attempt to pigeonhole the New Wave
of Iranian cinema, including Panahi’s works, one can detect two major
tendencies. Some critics extol the poetic qualities and the ‘humanitarian’
treatment of subjects in Iranian cinema and analyze its innovative stylistic
features by comparing it to Italian Neo-realism and the French New Wave.
Others degrade it as timid, simplistic and apolitical, and describe its best features
not as creative reformulations of cinematic techniques, developed to challenge
Islamic restrictions, but as mere reactions to them. In his review of The White
Balloon, for instance, Simon Louvish describes the film as belonging to a genre
he calls ‘low-intensity third-world neo-realism’, in which ‘children, being pre-
political, are an obvious subject in a country where art is tightly controlled by
the government and subject to the strictures of an Islamic State’ producing films
that ‘as in Cold War Soviet cinema, filmmakers take refuge in a broadly based
humanism, which highlights the daily solidarity of ordinary people while being
able to comment obliquely on persistent social problems’ (Rosenbaum 1996). In
his haste to brush the achievement of the child centred films of Iranian cinema
away as a timid reactionary movement against censorship, the writer takes up a
few real issues of Iranian cinema and reaches distorted conclusions, using such
terms as ‘Cold War Soviet cinema’, ‘take refuge’, ‘humanism’, and ‘solidarity’
without ever contextualizing them in the everyday realities of Iran. The approach



is so crude that one may wonder if he has totally neglected Panahi’s dispersed
realism of sounds and images that turn the film into a performance on life.

If we have to describe Panahi’s cinema in terms familiar for a western
audience, the best we can do is to talk about Panahi as a true child of the Iranian
New Wave, which has affinities with the poetic realism of Bergmann and Italian
neo-realism and takes French New Wave to a new level. In his films the plot
becomes a centripetal force for a multiplicity of centrifugal elements that hover
in circles around it, a locus of negotiation for dispersed sounds and images that
register humanity while provoking a meta-filmic tension between the immediate
documentation of reality and the premeditated, concentrated, heightened, and
formalized verisimilitude of fictional realism. The history of the production of
this Iranian form of poetic neo-realism goes back to the 1960s. Yet it was
because of the restrictions imposed on Iranian life and cinema during the 1980s
that it resurfaced with a new emphasis on cleansing the spectators’ eyes of their
dogmatic social, cultural and cinematic gazes.

The form has affinities with traditional Iranian painting where perspective is
of secondary importance and marginal objects are at times as important as what
is expected to be in the foreground. It also has similarities with indigenous
ta’ziyeh passion plays, where self-reflexive comments and actions are to remind
the audience of the artificiality of the impersonation of the saints and villains,
and the amateur nature of the performance allows the interference of the actors’
life experience and identity with their actions on the stage. Within this form, the
comments and behaviour of the people surrounding the circular stage are vital to
the performance. The protagonists function as mirrors of humanity which society
is to use to reform its essence. As in The Circle, each set of events flows into the
next and unlikely saints appear one after the other on the stage to be victimized
by villains.

Though in his later films Panahi became more critical of the contemporary
Iranian situation, and even his first film is not void of his social concerns. Yet
his critique is more reflected in his form which is designed to attract attention to
what is not shown. In other words, even at this early stage, Panahi manages to
produce a writerly text (Barth 1974), with foregrounded gaps that the spectators
are to fill with their indefinite interpretations. The most important gap in The
White Balloon is, of course, the gap reflected in the title. The white balloon of
the title is only to be seen in the hand of the balloon selling Afghan boy in the
last shot of the film. Panahi invites the spectators to reread the whole narrative of
the film by offering a fix that is to captivate their memory as they are leaving the
theatre. Like his later films, he also focuses on the crowded streets of Tehran and



portrays child and teenage protagonists who act rather than just see. Thus he
creates a tension between his films and Kiarostami’s village films, and the post-
war European films, which, according to Giles Deleuze, offered new
perspectives to cinema through the ‘dispersive and lacunary reality’ (Deleuze
1992) of disconnected spaces and the gaze of children who were unable to react
and change the things that they observed (Deleuze 1994).

Little girls and young women have a central place in Panahi’s films. Thus the
problems his protagonists face are at times because they are female. This
becomes particularly apparent in The Circle and Offside where the fact of their
gender deprives the protagonists of a series of things that men easily enjoy —
watching a snake charmer, smoking in public, hiring a hotel room, buying a bus
ticket, walking in the streets at night, watching a football match, etc. The
emphasis on these limits produces the sense of a constant reductive social gaze
that debilitates the girls’ abilities to fend for themselves, a kind of overwhelming
Foucaultian panopticon which is to break their resistance and turn them into

‘docile bodies’.!

The use of this panoptic gaze in Iranian cinema has precedence in Beyzaie’s
cinema where it also exudes a Kafkaesque sense of helplessness. Both in Panahi
and in Beyzaie it functions at two levels: one is thematic and signifies
surveillance in a suppressive society, the other is self-reflexive, and as in The
Mirror foregrounds the director and his camera as exploitative gazers that distort
things to suggest specific meanings or seize specific moments. In the latter
function, the tendency of the camera to offer additional limits is highlighted, and
it is suggested that the camera presents new forms of looking at life rather than
representing life.

In Panahi’s films, the limits of human existence and action and the actuality of
the powerful gazes that pin life to predetermined meanings or ideologies are also
suggested in the overwhelming presence of circles in mise en scéne and camera
work. This may be in his recurrent use of 360° pans, the circularity of the action
or the shapes of staircases, rooms and buildings. It may also be seen in his
meticulous desire to reflect the circles of Iranian ethnicities or suggest, as in The
Circle the ceaseless endeavours and movements of a doomed circle of girls who,
as in Kafka’s or Beckett’s works, cannot go anywhere. Yet what they all exude
is a sense of ceaseless control that the characters need to challenge and confront
if they are to change their lives. The Mirror opens with a 360° pan of a traffic
intersection. The camera follows a group of lively girls leaving their school and
crossing two streets on an intersection, an old man who fails to cross the next
street, two porters/salesmen who do it, and then two women who cross the final



street and arrive at the school gate. Circularity of this early movement
foreshadows the circularity of the later events.

The Circle begins with a small door that open to the maternity ward of a
hospital, from which a nurse announces the birth of a girl. It ends with the
closing of another small door after the 360° pan of a detention cell where all the
fugitives have gathered and the name of the woman who gave birth to the child
is announced as a recently transferred inmate. The solidarity and the
victimization of the girls who have been released, escaped prison, or permitted to
have 48-hours leaves, remind one of the girls in Bergmann’s Port of Call (1948),
but Panahi’s film is even less sentimental than Bergmann’s. Rather than acting
as reluctant saviours, the men in Panahi’s films include a helpless father,
brothers out to hunt their sister, a lover who left his beloved pregnant before
being executed, a husband who has married a second wife, and another who does
not know anything about his wife’s past. The law and society also seem to be
much crueller than in Bergmann’s world.

Closely associated with this notion of surveillance and circles is the
suggestion of violence or undefined danger that becomes inevitable if one
attempts to transcend the circles. In The White Balloon, Raziyeh’s brother Ali
has a blackened eye and the threatening presence of the adult characters seems
overwhelming. In The Mirror, Mina’s circular journey between Republic Square
and Parliament Square is filled with the impending danger of having accidents,
losing her way, or confronting unwanted people while waiting in front of a
coffee house. In The Circle the threat is crushing. Narges has a bruised eye, and
the others are like the frightened inhibitors of a ‘noir’ horror film, cowed by a
threat that is lurking in every corner. The threat may culminate in physical
punishment, imprisonment or disaster. The same circle of poverty, petty crime,
and impending disaster creates the ambiance of Crimson Gold. This sense of
impending danger builds up a tension, a form of unpretentious suspense that
draws the spectator from one scene to another. The destiny of Panahi’s film as a
tragedy or a comedy depends on whether this threat is actualized or remains
impending.

This undefined threat has a sociopolitical aspect about it, that due to Panahi’s
suspension of information about characters becomes increasingly more powerful
and universal. In The White Balloon, the subterranean ever bellowing father
suggests a sinister, powerful absence, whose preoccupation with taking a shower
enables the children to embark on their quest for buying a goldfish, a symbol of
life and energy for the New Year festival. At times when in the absence of their
superiors these sinister characters enter the camera frame and appear in their



human dimensions, the threat disappears. The nostalgic soldier who is reminded
of his sister when he meets Raziyeh in The White Balloon, the policemen who
want to make a phone call in The Circle, and the conscripts who stand guard
against the girls in Offside, all change function and become human once they
enter the domain of the camera in the absence of their superiors. They even
come to reveal other aspects of the social problems addressed in Panahi’s films
and portray their own sufferings in circles that have paralyzed their lives. These
can be interpreted as instances of Panahi’s ‘humanitarian gaze’, which
corroborate his insistence that his films are not political. He is not out there to
attack the government by depicting its members and agents as villains, but to
register the impacts of human behaviours and laws on the lives of the less
privileged members of his society. Yet it may also suggest a society from which
trust is disappearing, or the existence of a surveillance culture in which to avoid
being punished by Orwellian ‘big brothers’, people allow themselves to be used
as instruments of tyranny. At another more self-reflexive level, it also suggests
the double edged power of the camera to regulate and change human behaviour.
In The Mirror, the behaviour of the Lor boy, playing the conscript Alireza, is
totally different off and on camera. He even takes it upon himself to inform
Mina that she is being followed by the camera crew. In Offside, one of the
conscripts says that their commander has allowed some women, who had been
seen by foreign journalists, to watch the match. This emphasis on the power of
the camera or armed human gaze to regulate behaviour is central to Panahi’s
films.

The Circle and Offside are most revealing in this regard. In the presence of
their commanders, the soldiers are serious, unforgiving and even violent, but in
their absence, they become friendly. Panahi’s denial of vital information about
characters helps him balance his gaze by allowing these potentially violent
figures to enter the positive world of the camera and prove their humanity. Once
the non-sympathetic characters reveal a few things about their personal
circumstances, they are given the chance of close-ups and an audible voice that
welcomes them to a domain where they are to be understood rather than judged.
Yet the denial of information in the case of the central characters may also
function, as in Crimson Gold and The Circle, to prohibit judgement or encourage
the spectator to examine the plight of the characters objectively or to identify
with them. The spectators’ subconscious rush for their religiously and socially
infused judging standards is stymied by this denial of information. The spectator
sees the characters as human beings before being able to dehumanize them as
unruly or immoral criminals who deserve to suffer. Thus Panahi suggests that it
does not make any difference whether one is a veteran or a vagabond, a mother



who gave birth to a girl rather than a boy, a young woman wandering the streets,
a woman whose poverty has forced her to get rid of her child, or a prostitute who
is fed up with pretention. When a person fails the standards of a hypocritical,
patriarchal society, she receives little help and is easily placed in the vicious
circle of deprivation, crime and conviction.

Conclusion

Jafar Panahi, therefore, is an innovative director, whose films reveal the same
self-reflexive elements as Kiarostami and Makhmalbaf’s, yet they are more
sociopolitically motivated and less philosophical than their works. His emphasis
on circles in mise en scene and camera work and his self-reflexive attitudes
towards cinema make his films a locus of encounter between Italian and French
cinemas and the Iranian ta’ziyeh tradition. His non-realistic approach to sound
editing, which introduces sounds detached from the images on the screen, and
his insistence on foregrounding a multiplicity of ideas and characters create a
form of dispersed realism that borrows from Iranian visual arts to create a new
form of anti-realistic realism. Panahi is particularly interested in registering
human behaviour and revealing the viciousness of the unjust written and
unwritten laws that emboldens others to be hypocritical and victimizes the less
privileged members of society. The less privileged people in Panahi’s films are
not mere victims. They devise ways to fend for themselves and confront the
limits of their circles, but they are not always successful. That may be why their
lives have to be registered by camera which, as Panahi’s films suggest, has the
potential to modify human behaviour, as it has already changed our
understanding of time and space.

Saeed Talajooy

Note

1. For more on Michel Foucault’s interpretation of Bentham’s idea of
panopticon, see Discipline and Punish: the Birth of the Prison (trans. Allan
Sheridan) (New York: 1995), p. 195-228.
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DIRECTORS

In December 1939, Dariush Mebhrjui, the pre-eminent auteur of Iranian cinema,
was born to an upper-middle class, art-loving family in Tehran. In childhood, he
began learning music and painting and he grew through puberty under guidance
of his grandmother who made a devout Muslim teenager out of him. In early
youth, however the foundations of his devotion crumbled when he learned to
doubt. It is then that he redirected his religiosity to a passion for philosophy. His
love affair with cinema began at the age of seventeen, and motivated him
through learning English. Shortly after finishing high school, he moved to
California to pursue his college studies in cinema and philosophy at UCLA.
Ironically, he did not graduate in cinema as he dropped out, only to graduate in
philosophy. Since his early days in California he devoted himself to exporting
his native culture. Dariush became the editor of an Iranian literature magazine:
Pars Review that was published in California. While in America, Mehrjui had
written a script, ‘Shirin and Farhad’ that he was supposed to co-produce with
Hollywood in Iran — a project that never took off. Mehrjui’s other scripts were
also repeatedly rejected by a commercial film industry that was perhaps unable
to grasp Mehrjui’s impressionist vision of cinema.

Mehrjui’s first opportunity to enter Iranian cinema came through Film Farsi
production (popular B-movies that according to Mehrjui address the taste and
grasp of children and idiots), when the script of a commercial film entitled
‘James Bond in Iran’ was offered to him. With this, Mehrjui was given the
unique opportunity to make his first feature film, Almas-e 33/Diamond 33
(1966), which he aimed to turn into a parody of such thrillers. Thanks to the
sensation of a fresh-out-of-LA director and a fresh-out-of-L A cinematographer,
this film was given a hefty film budget (over US$200,000) that afforded him
Technicolor, cinema scope and even several non-Iranian actors. However, the



film was a box-office and a critical flop — quite likely because its Film Farsi
audience failed to grasp the intended comedy and the elite spectators dismissed it
on the charge of its popular theme. Despite the commercial failure, Mehrjui
remains grateful to the chance this film offered him to explore his filmmaking
abilities. It paved the way for a groundbreaking entry into Iranian cinema for the
young and inexperienced pupil of Jean Renoir, who would capture the world’s
attention with a sequence of acclaimed films such as Gaav/The Cow (1969),
Aghaye Halou/Mr Naive (1971) and Postchi/The Postman (1972).

Mehrjui’s troubles with censorship in Iran began early in his career, during the
Pahlavi regime, and continues until today. The expressionist images of rural
poverty that The Cow presented contradicted the Shah’s vision of modernization
and the golden gates of civilization. The censors dreaded Postchi’s criticism of
disproportionate class relations and displaced modernist aspirations; and did not
tolerate the social criticism of the pseudo-documentary, Dayereh-ye Mina/The
Cycle (1974). Repeatedly prevented from filmmaking in Pahlavi’s regime, his
career suffered more setbacks during the cultural reforms following the Islamic
Revolution. Although amongst the revolutionaries — as were most intellectuals at
the time — Mehrjui did not find the post-revolutionary environment friendly to
his filmic aspirations, so he migrated to France. Ironically, his award-winning
The Cow that had put him in antagonism with the Shah regime became the factor
that may have saved Iranian cinema from post-revolutionary neglect.
Reportedly, Ayatollah Khomeini had seen the film on television, and was
impressed by the power of film, enough to state film could play a role in the
education of society. Thus, in 1983, the newly founded Farabi Cinema
Foundation (a cinematic branch of the Ministry of Culture and Islamic
Guidance) extended an invitation to Mehrjui to return and participate in the
foundation and the ‘Fajr Film Festival’.

It was only in 1985 that Mehrjui finally returned to Iran, and with the help of
the Farabi Cinema Foundation made Ejareh-Neshinha/The Tenants (1986) — a
unique social comedy in the tumultuous years of war that examined the
discordant lives of different classes of citizens, occupying different floors of a
crumbling apartment. Mehrjui’s ‘Tenants’ had raised criticism from religious
filmmakers. Still unconverted at that time, Mohsen Makhmalbaf had said: ‘I am
ready to strap a bomb to myself and blow up Mehrjui and the cinema!’
Nevertheless, The Tenants was met with popular success, breaking the box-
office records at that time. Mehrjui’s next box-office hit was Hamoun (1990), a
philosophical film for the enlightened intellectuals or the self-searching
spirituals, a Felliniesque film for aesthetic connoisseurs, and a romantic drama



for the rest. After Hamoun, perhaps in reaction to positive responses to the
character of Hamoun’s wife (a wealthy, attractive flamboyant artist who no
longer loved her husband, played by Bita Farehi), he made Banu (1991), the
story of an upper-class middle-aged women who failed in abandoning her
bourgeois background when faced with the realities of her servant’s lives. Banu
however was not as lucky as Hamoun as it offended the so-called proletarian
sensitivities of the revolutionaries that did not allow its release. To ease his life,
Mehrjui choose his next heroine to be Sara (1992), a poor and hard-working
woman who was trying to stand on her own feet while helping her family. In
describing his survival strategy in the face of censorship apparatus he states:

I have to say that all my films have been a reaction to their preceding one.
First, this reaction is to censorship: how far can I go? Next, it is important to
determine if a work is feasible within the limitation of determined
frameworks. There have been plenty of highly worthy themes that have been
abandoned because of these restrictions. During my filmmaking process and
in the back of my head I am constantly concerned and influenced by
censorship and the restrictions that govern the society; whether I choose a
theme or not, whether I choose to turn a blind eye [...] all these four films I
made about women had this in common. When Banu was banned, I made
Sara. In other words, stubbornly I developed the same theme; then Pari got
into trouble and I suffered the consequences of its censorship. [...] in making
Bemaani, the atmosphere after 2 Khordad [When Khatami’s reformist
government won in a landslide election] was more relaxed, and this is why I
thought I could approach this critically harsh theme about a social problem
[violation of women’s rights in rural tribes that led to their suicide] which was
totally impossible in the past. (Page 346)

Mastering the art of surviving censorship and remaining not only authentically
artistic, but also prolific and popular sets Mehrjui apart from many other
prominent filmmakers of his generation. Judging from the content of his
interviews, Mehrjui’s films are inspired by his personal and long quest for a
philosophical understanding of a human’s individuality with reference to human
conditions:

Philosophy saturates an individual’s life, everyone constantly grapples with it.
[...] Philosophy is even in cheap movies, even in children films and puppet
shows. Philosophy is present [...] Philosophy may be more highlighted in my
films because these films often portray an individual in a crisis, thus



highlighting notions of love, death, life, struggle and triumph [...] this is an
existentialist view that defines the essence or the meaning of a story and the
quality of the protagonist’s interactions. (257) The individuality of a person is
my main concern; and I always think about how to describe the meaning of
individuality and identity in a construct that is governed by the collective
values of its history. I always question ‘who I am’ and whether my personal
experiences are entangled with the culture, the morale and the language of the
society in which I live. This is why the characters of my films are unique and
not a typical and accessible representative of a group or class [...] Madness is
the outcome of an individual’s refusal to be trapped in the collective. (179)

His inspirations might come from adaptations of Persian stories (Gholamhossein
Sa’edi in The Cow [1969], Goli Taraghi in Derakhte Golabi/The Pear Tree
[1998)), free adaptation of international literary works (Ibsen’s A Doll’s House
[1879] in Sara, and Salinger’s Franny and Zoey [1961] in Pari) or borrowing
elements from world literature (e.g. Chekhov and Dostoyevsky in Banu and
Hamoun) and from personal experiences and observations (e.g. Banu, Leila
[1996], Mom’s Guest, The Tenants, Bemaani, The Cycle and Mix [2000]).
Mehrjui does not believe in close adaptations: ‘My method is to read the story
once, jot down the important points, put the book aside and start writing. I try to
filter the story through my own mind; see it as [ want not as it is written’ (48).
However, Mehrjui is not egocentric in storytelling:

I have no particular prejudice about adaptations, for me the film is what
matters not the source of the topic. If a story reflects a particular thought
better than my writing I will choose it. Even if I find like-minded writers, I
prefer to collaborate on script writing. I am not in love with my own ideas.
(47)

Past the stage of inspiration and scripts, Mehrjui’s films must first navigate their
way through censorship while retaining their originality and next circumvent
technological limitations without compromising the qualitative formalism.
Mehrjui describes his filmmaking practice as a man who walks on a wire, who
depends on his skills to keep balance and move forward. (331)

Besides censorship, Mehrjui’s films survive practical shortcomings without
losing their stylistic and formal originality. In Mix (2000), a self reflexive film
about a neurotic film director (played by Khosro Shakibaei) who is trying to
make the deadline for submitting his film to the Fajr Film Festival, Mehrjui
depicts a dark comedy about the hurdles of filmmaking in Iran. In many ways,



Mix seems like an anthology of themes and topics that had preoccupied
Mehrjui’s cinematic universe.

In Mix, my preoccupation is with the ways people work together, as well as
the ways people relate to a modern society, and technology, which is one of
the bases of modernity. How do we in Iran relate to ‘the order of things’
which is a prerequisite for a modern society; and how do these relations work
in a factory, which a group of people are supposed to run? (371)

This precise discrepancy between the traditional context and modern content
constitutes one of the central themes of almost all of Mehrjui’s films — with the
exception of The Cow and Bemaani. Mehrjui often represents the paradoxes of
modern and traditional by the character of a westernized individual who acts or
considers himself also ‘intellectual’, and finds himself at odds with or alienated
from the society that surrounds him (e.g. the musician in The Tenants, the
nephew in The Postman, the progressive doctor in The Cycle, the self-confident
friend from abroad Mina in Sara) or as individuals who are confused between
states of modernity and tradition (e.g. the west-educated orientalist Maryam in
Banu; Asad in Pari; modern-living old-fashioned thinking mother-in-law of
Leila, or the projectionist in Mom’s Guest).

Although technical and financial limitations in Iran preclude it from
competition in world markets where the box-office sale speaks first, Mehrjui
does not consider them crippling, rather a positive determinant of the form and
style of Iranian cinema:

Our cinema doesn’t have their [America, China, Europe] technical knowledge,
not their cultural content. Ours is an intellectual, impressionist and humane
cinema that demands thinking and meditation. It doesn’t aim just to entertain
you; if it did, it would turn into the watery cinema of the past [Film Farsi]
[...]. We have to stick to what we know, and hope that this starting movement
[[ranian neo-realism?] has continuity and evolution. (Page 377)

This said, Mehrjui’s cinema is by no means an ‘Iranian neo-realist’ one — even
though he has experimented with that form in films such as Alamout (whose
print is lost), Bemaani, and The Cycle. Mise en scene is one of the most
distinguishing features of his films. Use of sound, rhythmic editing, non-linear
narration, colour dissolves, extreme close-ups, continuous cuts and low-key
lighting, plus motifs such as food, fabrics and still objects, give his films a
recognizable texture. Mehrjui does not try to hide Bergmanian or Felliniesque



influences in his films and adapts form through the same culturally personalized
filter as he adapts literary works. Some call Mehrjui a cinematographer of
societal issues (because of films like The Cow, The Cycle, The Tenants, Mix and
Santouri), women’s issues (because of Banu, Sara, Pari, Leila, Pear Tree,
Bemaani, and Mums Guest), or call him the champion of bourgeois filmmaking.
Many praise his poetics and some scold his wide popularity as proof of
complicity and compromise. After over forty years of filmmaking, Mehrjui is
adamant that he does not make films to satisfy festivals, but to tell stories he
cares about, stories about individuals who might belong to a type but who cannot
be stereotyped. He might be part of the cinematic movement that portrays the
issues that Iranian women, addicts, bourgeois and intellectuals have to grapple
and struggle with, but ultimately he wishes to illustrate the limits of individual or
collective strength.

Najmeh Khalili-Mahani
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DIRECTORS

Born in 1957 and raised in a religious, working-class background Mohsen
Makhmalbaf became really acquainted with cinema in his early twenties. It is
almost unbelievable that such an important director could count the films he had
seen before the age of 20 with the fingers of one hand. His personal story is
more or less known: raised by a single mother, working from the age of thirteen
to support her, Makhmalbaf became an anti-shah militant and spent four years in
prison before the prevalence of the Islamic Revolution. Being a deeply political
figure, which did not hold on statically to establishment beliefs after the Islamic
Revolution, Mohsen Makhmalbaf started as a writer. His course in writing was
rather prolific, producing some thirty books before turning to cinema that
became his primary medium. In many of his films one can recognize awe for
cinema’s power and influence on the people. His cinematic career could be
roughly divided into three periods: the first when he was the ‘protégée’ of the
Islamic Regime; the transitional period during which he would make films
critical of Iranian society and politics; and the later, that of his self-exile. This
categorization is based on the artist’s political, rather than aesthetical or artistic,
directorial pursuits. This is not only justified by the deeply political spirit,
penetrating the whole of the director’s filmography, but by the fact that the
subject seems more important in his films than the style. Makhmalbaf is yet
another ‘auteur’ without a clearly defined style. It could be suggested that
aesthetically from the start he adopted a pluralism to serve his narrative
purposes. Whether it is poetical symbolism or social realism his films employ, it
seems that the filter defining them as Makhmalbaf’s oeuvres is the artist’s
sensitive or polemical, and always political mood.

From the first period one can distinguish his Boycott (1985) as an
autobiographical film about the artist’s own time in prison and his experiences.



Already the portrayal of the protagonist, the director’s alter ego, as a communist
activist, and his torture by his supposed comrades, could be betraying a mood of
questioning. In his next film Bicycleran/The Cyclist (1989), apart from a
reference in the title of the influential film in Iranian cinema, Ladri di
biciclette/Bicycle Thieves (Vittorio De Sica, 1948), we can see for the first time
Makhmalbaf’s preoccupation with Afghanistan, the much troubled neighbour of
Iran, and its impoverished inhabitants. This interest in Afghanistan will be fully
explored during the years of his self-exile and working in Kabul. The Cyclist will
also give to the director his first international award, the Best Feature award in
the ‘Hawaii International Film Festival’. His preceding film The Peddler (1987)
was yet another social film about the working class. Already from this first
period, when Makhmalbaf was still the protégée of the Islamic establishment,
one could diagnose a critical stand against social injustice and misery. It was
only a matter of time, from our point of view, for the artist to face the pitfalls of
the new establishment, despite even his participation in the Islamic Revolution.
This assumption might seem superficial and simplistic, as it relies on the axiom
that rebels will be rebels even after the success of their revolution, but in this
case it may be true.

A pivotal point in Makhmalbaf’s career was the film The Marriage of the
Blessed (1989). This film signals the transition in the artist’s career to someone
close enough to the regime to afford criticism without having his film banned.
The absolute pointlessness of war, pointed out by the protagonist’s traumas, and
the wandering about in a Tehran ‘ravaged’ by social injustice and poverty,
clearly communicate the artist’s disappointment about the results of the Islamic
Revolution. People coming from the same background as the director were
fighting against the Shah’s modernization project and classist society as well.
What went wrong? is the question asked by Mohsen Makhmalbaf. His next film
however Nobat e Asheghi/Time of Love (1991), shot in Turkey, was much more
of a shock for the regime than the antimilitarist delirium, The Marriage of the
Blessed. For the first time in his career Makhmalbaf decides to touch upon a
taboo in Iranian society, that of female desire, by using a story of a love triangle
(two men, one woman). It is not only the boldness of the subject that must have
shocked the officials but the fact that it was Makhmalbaf presenting it, known
for his religious upbringing and famous as a militant of the Islamic Revolution,
must have been even more scandalizing. Expectably, the Islamic regime banned
the film from being showed in Iranian cinemas (Hamid 2009: 8). The film
provoked a major debate in the press and was shown only at the ‘Fajr Film
Festival’. As many critics have pointed out, Makhmalbaf was debating with his
film about ‘the relativity of human conditions and judgments’ (Mir-Hosseini



2001: 29); and therefore his right to change his mind about the Islamic Republic
among other things.

Although Makhmalbaf started as a writer, and has written the scripts for more
than 35 films, in many of his films awe for the power of cinema is
communicated, together with an almost narcissistic elevation of the figure of the
filmmaker in Iranian society. In Once Upon a Time, Cinema (1992) we are being
told the history of twentieth century Iran/Persia through the poetic chronicle of
the evolution of Iranian cinema. This pairing of the two, in a sense elevates the
importance of cinema in the cultural history of Iran. The film however that better
describes the prestige and admiration surrounding the figure of the director in
Iranian society is Makhmalbaf’s docudrama Salaam Cinema/Hello Cinema
(1995). On the surface this oeuvre constitutes a very intelligent meditation on the
very medium of cinema and its impact on the masses. The riot that occurs while
queuing for the audition, makes it seem as if the mostly working-class, amateur
actors want to dynamically claim their own share in social visibility through
cinema. Again the core of the film surveys Iranian society and its unsung heroes.
The social agenda is never neglected by the artist, even when he crows over the
powerfulness of his medium. Although the source of inspiration for Hello
Cinema seems evident, Abbas Kiarostami’s Nema-ye Nazdik/Close-Up (1990),
Kiarostami’s oeuvre seems more grounded, and only superficially exultation for
the power of cinema as a medium.

Undoubtedly, one of Makhmalbaf’s main preoccupations expressed in his
cinema is the position of women in Iranian society. In his eyes women ‘in
Iranian society are victimized twice [...] first because everyone suffers under
this government [...] second women suffer because of the patriarchal or male-
chauvinist culture of Iran (West 2009: 12). And if his leaning towards the
problems of the working class comes from and is justified by his own
background — working class and deeply political — the artist’s interest in
women’s issues must be seen as sensitivity to the figure of the most populous
‘other’ in Iranian society. We should not also forget that he was raised by a
single mother and indicative of his sexual politics is the scene in Once upon a
Time, Cinema, where in the mirror which symbolizes the truth of cinema appears
a woman. In a way Makhmalbaf underlines who, from now on, should be the
focus of Iranian filmmaking: the neglected, up to that point, Iranian women.
Indeed female heroines hold a very nostalgic role in the director’s filmography.
In Gabbeh (1996) he proposes the natural colourfulness of life, nature, and
profound Iran as an alternative to the austere, dressed in black, and essentially
lifeless model of womanhood marketed by the Islamic regime. And like most



artists in the same position, with the state absolutely controlling the making and
distribution of films, Makhmalbaf employs symbolism and the power of his
cinematography, in order to unfold meaning.

But again later, when working outside of Iran, women still remained his
‘favourite’ subject. Kandahar (2001) is an epic of female solidarity in a country,
Afghanistan, destroyed by war and political instability. On a symbolic level the
story — an Afghan woman returning to her homeland after many years in Canada,
in order to save her sister — points out western responsibility over what is
happening in the world; and of course it depicts again how difficult it is to be a
woman in the Middle East. Also his Turkish Time of Love, as already mentioned,
constitutes a very bold depiction of female desire. Furthermore, Makhmalbaf’s
dogma of feminine emancipation expands in his own life. By promoting the
cinematic careers of his wife and two daughters, all three are directors with his
daughter Samira being the most famous, the artist helps the new generation of
women filmmakers coming out of the Middle East. Of course, the ‘family
business’ could be a source of justified criticism. Nonetheless, Makhmalbaf is
rightfully seen as one of the few male feminist filmmakers of Iran, whose
intention is not to raise consciousness as he admits, but to make people braver
and act on issues that they are already aware of (West 2009: 15). Although
Makhmalbaf’s career has not been monothematic, the position of women in
Islamic society has been central in his sociopolitical agenda.

His opposition to the Islamic regime — initially a moderate criticism, and then
an open rupture — made working abroad almost a necessity. We should not forget
however his early interest expressed for Afghanistan in the 1980s. Makhmalbaf
from the late 1990s and on, has been working in the neighbouring Persian-
speaking countries, Afghanistan and Tajikistan, revitalizing these countries’
dormant cinemas and putting them on the map of World Cinema. His The
Silence (1998) deals with child labour and single motherhood in Tajikistan, with
certain autobiographical elements one could argue. Afghan Alphabet (2002), one
of Makhmalbaf’s few documentaries, also deals with children in Afghanistan
and their problems caused by the Taliban regime. Some journalists accredit to
Makhmalbaf some of the influence that resulted in the passing of a law in Iranian
parliament, allowing Afghan children, deprived of education, to attend Iranian
schools. The filmmaker’s most accomplished film of his ‘exile’ period without
dispute is Kandahar. Another interesting aspect of Makhmalbaf’s career during
the current ‘exile’ period, is the exploration of sexual relations, an effort
inaugurated years ago with Time of Love. Liberated from moralistic dilemmas
the artist is now free to film narratives that would not pass the Islamic



censorship. In the Tajik Sex and Philosophy (2005) the poetical representation-
implication of body contact is nothing scandalous for western standards, we
should not forget however, how the subject — the relationship of a dancer with
his four girlfriends — could have easily caused the film’s ban in the filmmaker’s
homeland. His next film The Scream of the Ants (2006), a French-Iranian co-
production, goes one step further with some sex scenes, which again secure its
ban in Iran.

In conclusion, we could see Makhmalbaf’s life and career as indicative of a
certain group of Iranian people. From working class and religious militant of the
Islamic Revolution, to a disillusioned, struggling-with-censorship filmmaker,
and finally a global but still Persian artist, Mohsen Makhmalbaf’s
transformations map the route that a part of Iranian society has taken as well. Of
course his political activities have distanced him from filmmaking; to many
critics it may even seem pointless him making films that will never be screened
in Iran. But for a director as important as Makhmalbaf it is the body of his work
that will finally confine to him a place in the history of Iranian cinema and not
his political stand. After Kiarostami, he is the most celebrated cultural export
Iranian cinema has ever produced. Although we are not critical of Makhmalbaf’s
new artistic directions, we recognize that his films produced in Iran were much
more accomplished than the ones of his later, ‘exile’ period. It may seem
paradoxical but artistic freedom does not seem to have been very beneficial for
an artist like Makhmalbaf. Like the rebel he has proved to be, and many times
the master of social Iranian film, he needs an oppressor in order to skillfully
direct his revolt through cinema.

Nikolaos Vryzidis
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Haji Agha, the Movie Actor, Perse Film (Samet).

Cinema arrived in Iran shortly after its invention. Three generations of Iranian
film historians, most notably Farrokh Ghaffari, Jamal Omid and Massoud
Mehrabi agree that it was an Iranian monarch, Nassereddin Shah of Qajar
dynasty, who brought the f