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Introduction 

 

 

 

Burning Visions: The Iranian New Wave, 1962-1979 

 

Le cinéma iranien reste terra incognita. 
 —Express, 19771 
 
 
 
 On August 19th, 1978, the Cinema Rex in Abadan, Iran was set to fire and burned 

to the ground during a screening of Masoud Kimiai’s New Wave film Gavaznha/The 

Deer (1976). The film had 700 spectators and the reports of the event cite between 377 

and 600 deaths.2 This event is often noted as one of the pivotal pre-revolutionary 

moments in the very long year of 1978. This reading posits cinema as a potent symbol for 

the diseased and impoverished state of the nation during the reign of Mohammad Reza 

Shah (1941-1979). The Cinema Rex fire prompted many copycat fires, which resulted in 

180 destroyed cinemas by 1979. Cinema, specifically foreign films and the cultures 

imported with them, was seen as one of the sources for the degradation of Iranian culture. 

Following the Iranian Revolution of 1979, popularly referred to as the Islamic 

                                            
1 “Le Jardin de pierres.” Express. 13 July 1977, 3. 
2 Hamid Naficy, A Social History of Iranian Cinema, Volume 3: The Islamicate Period, 
1978-1984 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012): 2.  
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Revolution, the importing and exhibition of foreign films stopped completely. For several 

years thereafter all production, distribution, and exhibition of  domestic films also 

stopped.  

 This dissertation examines the Iranian New Wave (mowj-e no), an oppositional 

film movement that emerged between 1962-1979. The cinema produced by the Iranian 

New Wave was oppositional to three main developments: 1) the influence of dominant 

cinema as exemplified by Hollywood; 2) the domestic commercial cinema, known as 

filmfarsi; and 3) the national project of the Pahlavi regime. The influence of Hollywood 

was mainly rejected for its dissemination of imperialist ideology, expressed through 

formal devices such as continuity editing and the promotion of pleasure through screen 

identification with characters. Filmfarsi was a commercial cinema movement between 

the end of the Second World War and the Iranian Revolution that mostly consisted of B-

grade feature films. Hamid Naficy argues that these films are characterized by 

“improbable plots, escapist fantasies, and inexplicable coincidences.” 3  Mimicking 

Hollywood and Indian commercial cinema, filmfarsi enjoyed immense popularity for a 

significant period of time. Nevertheless, it was also the target of nativist and reactionary 

criticism from Islamic clergy, who feared that the representation of scantily-clad women 

and morally objectionable situations and story lines would contaminate traditional Iranian 

culture and erode local values and customs. The New Wave and other factions of the 

Iranian intelligentsia also considered filmfarsi a national embarrassment. I contend that 

filmfarsi’s popularity and subsequent de-valorization is part of what made it so difficult 

                                            
3 Naficy, A Social History of Iranian Cinema, Volume 2: Industrializing Years, 1941-
1978. Durham: Duke University Press, 2011: 150.  
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for cinema to emerge in Iran as a form of high art.4 This state of affairs contributed to the 

poor reception of New Wave films. 

 I argue that the New Wave produced a new form of political cinema using 

experimental and non-realist strategies. One of the most significant of these strategies, I 

contend, is intermediality. Through the formal device of intermediality, New Wave films 

incorporate and remediate various art forms such as poetry, photography, and Persian 

miniature painting. This process of remediation also produces a re-signification of the 

very traditions that have been central to the formation of “Iranian-ness.” In the Pahlavi 

era, these traditions and their icons were appropriated by the regime to establish the 

legitimacy of the government. By remediating these icons, the New Wave both puts their 

validity in question and produces an alternative vision of Iranian collectivity. In contrast 

to the secular and ethnically and linguistically homogeneous notion of Iranian-ness put 

forward by Pahlavi ideology, the New Wave’s remediation reconfigures Iran as a 

heterogeneous collectivity. My use of intermediality allows this dissertation to exceed 

narrow concepts of the nation and of national cinemas. As Philip Rosen argues, the 

discussion of national cinemas assumes a principle of coherence among a group of 

differentiated films and thus must be conceptualized in conjunction with notions of the 

nation itself as a coherent entity.5 In my analysis of the Iranian New Wave, I present a 

group of films whose unity is constituted by its very questioning of the coherence of the 

                                            
4 This occurs despite experimental and risk-taking forms of Iranian cinema at the turn of 
the century. 
5 Philip Rosen, “History, Textuality, Nation: Kracauer, Burch and Some Problems in the 
Study of National Cinemas.” Theorising National Cinema. Eds. Valentina Vitali and Paul 
Willemen. London: British Film Institute, 2008: 17-28. 
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Iranian nation. Thus the national appears in New Wave films as a particular, a site of 

difference that I argue offers new strategies for reading the global. This global dimension 

of the dissertation contributes to a new understanding of the history of political film 

movements in the 1960s, particularly theories and practices of Third Cinema, with which 

I insist the New Wave must be put in conversation. 

  My title, “Burning Visions,” refers to multiple layers of the construction of the 

New Wave in Iran, and what had to be destroyed in order for that cinema to emerge. It 

thus refers to the physical burning of cinemas across Iran that began with the Cinema 

Rex. But it also refers to the persistence of what I deem the desire for a new form of 

collectivity; it is a vision of something to come that “burns” in its persistence, until its 

arrival. Furthermore, it is about the destruction of certain notions of cinema that makes 

way for a new vision. This new vision emerges through the eradication of modes of 

representation deemed insufficient and unsuitable for social transformation.  

 Readings of the Cinema Rex fire assume, given the cinema’s status as a 

transmitter of imperialist ideology, that all cinema in Iran prior to 1978 was either foreign 

(Hollywood) or domestic (filmfarsi). But there is a curious paradox at play in the 

historiography of Iranian cinema and its politics that requires careful sorting. On the one 

hand, the Cinema Rex fire indeed suggests that cinema was the target of reactionary anti-

Shah sentiments. On the other hand, during this period the most dissident leftist factions 

of the Iranian film industry were also questioning the foundations of the modernizing 

regime of the Shah. These factions comprise the Iranian New Wave.  
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  There are varying views on the source of the Cinema Rex fire, which occurred on 

the anniversary of the 1953 CIA and British-led coup against the nationalist Prime 

Minister Mohammad Mossadegh. While some scholars link the incident to the Islamic 

faction of the anti-Shah movements, i.e., the supporters of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, 

then exiled in France, others are convinced that the Shah’s representatives staged the 

fire.6 I contend that the Cinema Rex fire is of great importance in the discussion of 

cinema and politics in Iran—specifically the relationship of the New Wave to the 

Revolution—precisely because it reflects the notion that moving images were somehow 

fundamentally related to social transformation. To say this dos not imply a crude 

understanding of representations having a direct link to actions, exactly, but neither does 

it occlude the problem of representation. The centrality of the Cinema Rex fire, and its 

repetitions, to the political power struggle of the late 1970s suggests that the screen was a 

highly valuable site for projecting visions of the nation-state, one very much worth 

fighting for, or against.  

  In this dissertation, I maintain that the relationship between cinema and politics 

in Iran cannot be encapsulated by 1978 alone or, to follow the tendency of most studies in 

the field, by simply looking at what happened to cinema after the revolution. In the lead-

up to the 1979 Revolution, there was a vibrant and risk-taking film movement happening, 

one that was very much preoccupied with the question of nationalism, nationalist politics, 

social transformation, and most importantly, the role that cinema could play in thinking 

through these issues. I argue that the primacy of cinema to Iranian politics begins in 1962 

                                            
6 See Naficy, A Social History, Volume 3,1-4, and Ervand Abrahamian, A History of 
Modern Iran. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008: 159. 
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with the poet Forough Farrokhzad’s Khaneh siah ast/The House is Black, an 

experimental film that put forward a provocative vision of collectivity while generating 

the formal film language that would come to dominate Iranian art cinema over the next 

fifty years.7 The House is Black was the first Iranian New Wave film. This perspective 

clashes with the widespread notion held in studies of Iranian cinema that Dariush 

Mehrjui’s neorealist inspired feature, Gav/The Cow (1968), is the first Iranian New Wave 

film. Moving the origin of the New Wave from The Cow to The House is Black, enables 

us to move past the discourses that have shaped readings of Iranian cinema (e.g. realism 

and narrative art cinema) and consider how experimental formal strategies 

(intermediality, alienation, counter-cinema, modernism) lead us to different histories and 

new questions about the specificity of Iranian cinema. In addition to being made six years 

prior to The Cow, what is remarkable about The House is Black is that it emerges from a 

context in which there is no model or example for the kind of cinema it produces.  

 The coincidence of The House is Black with the year 1962 is also relevant for the 

film’s role in developing a national cinema. There are a few reasons why 1962 is of 

importance. Before elaborating on these reasons, I will further elaborate on the stakes of 

referring to The House is Black as the first New Wave film. The notion of the first is for 

me a heuristic device—and not a priority in and of itself—that enables certain arguments. 

Beginning with The House is Black and not with later films like The Cow, I suggest a 

new reading of Iranian cinema, one whose full potential is perhaps yet to be seen. This 

                                            
7 It is rather uncanny that one of the most important Iranian films made before 1962 was 
Ebrahim Golestan’s Yek Atash/A Fire (1961), a short film about the fire that ensues after 
an oil well explodes during drilling at the oil refinery in Abadan. 
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reading has at least two consequences. The first posits art cinema in Iran as a deeply 

political project, and the second argues that a broader range of cultural practices and 

discourses need to be accounted for in determining the specificity of both the New Wave 

and the post-revolutionary, so-called “New Iranian Cinema.”   

 To return to 1962, this year is important for its position on the cusp of the Shah’s 

White Revolution (Enghelab-e sefid), a series of reforms that were formulated in the late 

1950s and early 1960s and officially adopted as policy from 1963-1978. The reforms 

ranged from land programs to education programs (Sepah-e danesh or Literacy Corps) 

which, following the coup d’état in 1953, attempted to modernize Iran along Western 

standards. Ali M. Ansari notes the paradox of a monarchical attempt to modernize along 

“revolutionary” grounds, arguing that the White Revolution “can be interpreted as an 

attempt by the Shah and his supporters to provide a legitimating myth for the Pahlavi 

monarchy by reconciling the contradictions implicit in these various ideologies in the 

person of the monarch.”8 The result of these efforts was one of the most turbulent periods 

in Iranian history, running parallel with anti-imperial and decolonization movements 

worldwide.9  

                                            
8  Ali M. Ansari, “The Myth of the White Revolution: Mohammad Reza Shah, 
‘Modernization’ and the Consolidation of Power.” Middle Eastern Studies 37.3 (July 
2001): 2.  
9 Naficy also begins his history of the New Wave in 1962, with the appeal made by 
Ismail Kushan, the head of the Film Producers’ Syndicate to the prime minister Ali 
Amini. Kushan invited Amini to the Pars Film Studio and made a presentation about the 
needs of producers and filmmakers, highlighting the need to control foreign film imports 
and to encourage the export of Iranian films. Kushan attempted to appeal to Amini for 
this political assistance by linking government support of films to some control over their 
production. Although Amini was removed from his post and the Iranian government did 
not become an active supporter of cinema until the White Revolution, by discussing the 
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 1962 is also the year in which the philosopher Jalal Al-e Ahmad published his 

influential essay, Gharbzadegi (translated as “Occidentosis” or “Westoxification”), a 

work that describes a condition Al-e Ahmad characterizes as a plague-like disease 

afflicting Iranian intellectuals.10 The essay and the intellectual culture that gave birth to it 

were part of a fertile period of creativity that, as Naficy argues, was bold in its criticism 

of the authoritarianism of the Pahlavi state.11 Like many other Iranian intellectuals and 

artists of the era, Al-e Ahmad was a part of Tudeh, the Iranian Communist party. When 

the ulama (a body of religious leaders) became leaders of the opposition against the 

monarchy in the early 1960s, Al-e Ahmad returned to an earlier interest in Islam as a 

source of social and political liberation.12 Islam and the discourse of Gharbzadegi were 

seen as a form of defense against increased Westernization and the perception of a 

resulting loss of Iranian cultural identity. The language used by Al-e Ahmad in 

Gharbzadegi reads as both analysis and manifesto. He writes an ethnographic diagnosis 

of the Iranian psyche, particularly that of the intellectual, whom he finds lacking any 

sense of self-value and completely alienated from the native environment. An anti-

Westernization attitude is crucial to the concept of Gharbzadegi (beyond being written 

                                                                                                                                  
New Wave in the context of this historic meeting, Naficy reveals the frustration of 
filmmakers at the roots of the movement. In my own work, I draw from Naficy’s 
theorization of the formal and political aspects of the New Wave, although placing them 
in a different historical context. Hamid Naficy, A Social History of Iranian Cinema, 
Volume 2: The Industrializing Years, 1941-1978. Durham: Duke University Press, 2011: 
325-326.  
10 Jalal Al-e Ahmad, Occidentosis: A Plague From the West (Berkeley: Mizan), 1984. 
11 Hamid Naficy, A Social History of Iranian Cinema, Volume 1: The Artisinal Era, 
1897-1941. Durham: Duke University Press, 2011: xxiii. 
12 Nikki R. Keddie, Modern Iran: Roots and Results of Revolution. New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2003: 189. 
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into the name itself) for it warns that by looking West, not only do Iranian intellectuals 

lose what is native to them but also engage in “aping,” or an inferior reproduction of 

Western culture. The discourse of Gharbzadegi developed alongside and in opposition to 

the Shah’s modernization program, which, as Naficy describes, was based largely on 

plans to Westernize and to create a monolithic notion of “pure” Iranian-ness that created 

“an official culture of spectacle that depended both on Westernizing Iran and on 

revitalizing a partly fabricated monarchic and chauvinistic ideology and history that 

predated Islam.”13  

 The culture of spectacle is an apt term to describe the excessive displays of wealth 

and cosmopolitanism put forward by the Shah and his wife, the Empress Farah Pahlavi. 

The epitome of this culture was symbolized in the infamous celebration marking the 

2500-year anniversary of the Persian Empire in 1971. The 2500-year anniversary was 

planned for over a decade and required an excess of funds in order to deliver lavish 

performances and ceremonies, filled with decadent food imported from Europe.14 The 

aim of the event was to draw attention to the glory of Persian civilization and, most 

importantly, to create an artificial line of continuity from the archaic period to the Shah’s 

reign. The latter initiative is indicative of the dual goals of the regime to both Westernize 

Iran and to enact an anti-Islamic heritage of “pure” Iranian-ness. The invited guests were 

royals, dignitaries, and government leaders from around the world. The event invited 

                                            
13 Hamid Naficy, A Social History, Volume 2, 328. 
14 For more on this event, see James A. Bill, The Eagle and the Lion: The Tragedy of 
American-Iranian Relations. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988; Keddie, Modern 
Iran; and Roy Mottahedeh, The Mantle of the Prophet: Religion and Politics in Iran. 
New York: Pantheon, 1985.  
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harsh criticism from various opposition groups. Around the time of the anniversary 

celebrations the Pahlavi regime reportedly deployed the Shah’s secret police, SAVAK, to 

arrest close to one thousand people.15 

 Hand in hand with the grandiose celebrations used to legitimize the Shah’s power 

was a robust program of cultural patronage. The Empress was the head of most of the 

programs relating to arts and culture, and brought a glamorous, worldly quality to Iran’s 

presence in global cultural affairs. One of her most notable projects was overseeing the 

development of the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art in the mid-1970s and building 

its permanent collection with work by artists such as Jackson Pollock, Andy Warhol, and 

Marcel Duchamp. The event that best emblemizes the Pahlavi official arts culture is the 

Shiraz Festival of Arts and Culture, an event that occurred annually between 1967-1977. 

The festival events took place at the site of the ancient ruins of Persepolis (Takht-e 

Jamshid), just outside of the city of Shiraz. The setting and location of the festival against 

the backdrop of such an important national site is a potent example of the Pahlavi 

regime’s desire to situate Iran and its cultural heritage on a global stage. The festival 

featured globally renowned performers in every area of cultural production, including, 

but not limited to, theater (Jerzy Growtowski, Peter Brook), modern Western dance 

(Merce Cunningham), and avant-garde music (Karlheinz Stockhausen, John Cage). In 

addition to members of the Western avant-garde, the organizers of the festival invited the 

                                            
15 SAVAK was established by the Shah in 1957 with the assistance of the FBI and the 
Israeli Mossad. It was reported to number roughly 5000 operatives along with many 
informers. It was widely known that SAVAK agents were present in university 
classrooms, throughout rural areas, and abroad, where many Iranian students of means 
studied. See Abrahamian, A History of Modern Iran,126.  
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leading practitioners of various arts from the remainder of the “Third World,” who 

performed indigenous and classical forms of dance, music, and theatre.16 Alongside 

showcasing international artists and performers, there was also a mission to revitalize and 

promote both traditional and experimental forms of Iranian arts such as ta’ziyeh, a form 

of Shi’ite passion play. The festival remains an important focal point in the discourse on 

pre-revolutionary culture because it was both a target of gharbzadegi rhetoric as well as a 

symptom of the perplexing and often hypocritical attitude toward artistic production held 

by the regime.17  

 The ironies of this official arts culture are those typically associated with a 

dictatorial style of governing. While the period discussed in this dissertation saw the 

launch of many truly remarkable initiatives, such as Kanoon, or the Institute for the 

Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults (Kanoon-e Parvaresh-e Fekri-e 

Koodakan va Nojavanan), where many prominent filmmakers such as Abbas Kiarostami, 

                                            
16 Vali Mahlouji argues that this component of the Shiraz Arts Festival demands a re-
reading of the event outside the discourse of gharbzadegi, focusing instead on how the 
festival worked to “destabilize the hierarchical strictures of dominant European discourse 
and challenge a hegemonic Eurogenetic view of culture.” However, I contend that given 
the status of the festival as an arm of the official arts culture, an analysis of the festival’s 
attempts to build an alliance with other Third world cultures would have to be examined 
alongside other material linkages and de-linkages with the non-West. See Vali Mahlouji, 
“Perspectives on the Shiraz Arts Festival: A Radical Third World Rewriting,” Asia 
Society, October 5 2013. http://asiasociety.org/perspectives-shiraz-arts-festival-radical-
third-world-rewriting?page=0,0  
17 For more on the Shiraz Festival of Arts see Mahasti Afshar, “Festival of Arts Shiraz-
Persepolis: Or, You better believe in as many as six impossible things before breakfast!” 
Asia Society, October 5 2013. 
http://asiasociety.org/files/uploads/126files/Festival%20of%20Arts%2C%20Shiraz-
Persepolis%201967-77.pdf; Mohammad Ghaffary, “Shiraz Festival of Arts: A Point of 
View,” Asia Society, October 5 2013. http://asiasociety.org/arts/creative-voices-muslim-
asia/shiraz-festival-arts-point-view#node-35431; Robert Gluck, “The Shiraz Arts 
Festival: Western Avant-Garde Arts in 1970s Iran.” Leonardo 40.1 (2007): 20-47. 
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Bahram Beyzai, and Amir Naderi made their first films, these kinds of sponsorships also 

came with a heavy-handed control of dissident activity that characterized the era as a 

whole. The institutions that supported the production of films were often prompt to ban 

those same films for political and social reasons. If a film secured foreign attention by, 

for example, winning a major prize at an international film festival, which many New 

Wave films did, it would enjoy a domestic release. For example, The Mongols, which 

was produced by the National Iranian Radio and Television (NIRT) was released right 

away (unlike most films which saw delayed releases, a couple of years later), even 

though it criticized television as destroying Iranian culture, much like the Mongol 

invasions.18 

 The two federal agencies most important to my discussion of the New Wave were 

the NIRT and the Ministry of Culture and Arts (MCA). Both had film production centers 

and participated in the sponsoring and promotion of art cinema, including the avant-garde 

documentaries made by filmmakers such as Ebrahim Golestan and Kamran Shirdel. Both 

agencies were arms of the state and controlled by a closely-knit group of Pahlavi insiders, 

resulting in frequent manipulation, censorship, confiscation, and banning of films. Most 

films that suffered such fate did so as a result of illuminating the hypocrisies of the 

regime (mostly evident in documentaries) or criticizing the regime through realist and/or 

modernist strategies.19 There were also splinter groups that developed during this time, 

                                            
18 Peter Chelkowski, “Popular Entertainment, Media and Social Change in Twentieth-
Century Iran.” The Cambridge History of Iran, Volume 7. Eds. P. Avery, G.R.G. Hambly, 
C. Melville. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991: 801. 
19 Naficy’s summary of these developments demonstrates that while sometimes the fate 
of a film depended on its politics, at other times there were petty inter-governmental 
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such the Sinama-ye Azad (the Free Cinema) in 1969, which produced Super 8 films that 

were highly successful on the film festival circuit. Despite wanting a national arts culture 

that would put Iran on the global stage, the Pahlavi regime would not tolerate having its 

reputation tainted publicly. The New Wave films bear the weight of this production 

context. At every turn they critique the tenuous threads of collectivity, attesting to a 

culture in which acceptance and inclusion depended on a certain amount of coercion. 

Naficy reads this influence as prophetic, arguing “the impending revolution could 

retrospectively be read in the fear-driven narratives of the new-wave films and in the 

various cultural struggles around official culture and arts festivals.”20 The proliferation of 

these prophetic narratives increased during the mid to late 1970s, reflecting opposition to 

the regime from different positions on the political spectrum.  

 The massive amount of opposition to the Shah’s regime had in part to do with the 

failure of the modernization plan. While the White Revolution made major changes to 

some of Iran’s infrastructure and led to increased urbanization, these reforms did not 

come with a change in the political power structure, or the concomitant elements of 

cultural and political modernity.21  A necessarily brief outline of the major oppositional 

currents most pertinent to the New Wave will allow me to establish how the New Wave 

itself aimed to produce an alternative political project. The shift from Marxism to Islam 

(and a certain continued interplay between the two) in the thought of political writers 

                                                                                                                                  
politics that resulted in a film’s confiscation and/or ban. See Naficy, A Social History, 
Volume 2, 118-127.  
20 Naficy, A Social History, Volume 2, 328. 
21 See Ali Mirsepassi, Intellectual Discourse and the Politics of Modernization: 
Negotiating Modernity in Iran. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000. 
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such as Al-e Ahmad and Ali Shariati encapsulates the two largest sources of opposition to 

the Shah. Although the opposition eventually resulted in what became the Islamic 

Republic of Iran, throughout the 1960s and 1970s the challenge to Pahlavi nationalism 

was not only put forth by the culture of Shi’ism, but also by various avant-gardes, 

intellectual circles, and Marxist factions (such as the Communist Tudeh Party, various 

Maoist splinter groups, and guerrilla groups such as Fedayan-e Khalgh), as well as those 

in favor of a constitutional monarchy. Throughout the 1970s, parties like Tudeh were less 

prominent than the newer guerrilla groups such as the Fedayan, which enacted an armed 

struggle responding to increased repression at the hands of Shah forces.22 The second 

major source of opposition was Islamic and influenced by the nativist writings of Al-e 

Ahmad, Ali Shariati, and Khomeini.23  Thinkers such as Al-e Ahmad and Shariati 

appealed to younger Iranians who were part of the intellectual scene, whereas 

Khomeini’s influence was largely on the ulama. On the one hand, Khomeini was able to 

articulate an alternative national project by first appealing to ulama in his seminary 

teaching by promoting the notion of velayat-e fagheh (jurist’s guardianship), previously 

the clergy’s jurisdiction over religious matters, but in Khomeini’s interpretation expanded 

to include the entire population and all matters.24 On the other hand, Khomeini’s public 

lectures were part of the radical language of revolutionary street slogans.25 

                                            
22 For a detailed analysis of the history of left politics in Iran, see Maziar Behrooz, Rebels 
with a Cause: The Failure of the Left in Iran. London: I.B. Tauris, 2000.  
23 See Hamid Dabashi, Theology of Discontent: The Ideological Foundations of the 
Islamic Revolution in Iran. New York: Transaction Publishers, 2005.  
24 Abrahamian, A History of Modern Iran, 145-147. 
25Some examples of sound bites from Khomeini’s publicly disseminated speeches: Islam 
belongs to the oppressed, not the oppressors. Islam is not the opiate of the masses. 
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 The revolutionary politics of both the Marxist and Islamic oppositions to the 

Shah’s regime articulated several kinds of nationalist (and sometimes nativist) arguments, 

all of which contained myriad visions of a transformed Iran. In this dissertation, I treat 

the New Wave as a singular example of an alternative national project. In “On National 

Culture,” Frantz Fanon discusses the development of a national culture within a 

revolutionary struggle.26 Of course, although Iran had a revolution in 1979, it was not a 

decolonization movement, as Iran has never been colonized. Yet, as Afshin Marashi 

argues, “the Pahlavi state came to play the role of a surrogate colonial state, and in turn 

came to take on the political character of an external presence against which discursive 

and political forces came to position themselves.” 27  Thus despite his focus on 

decolonization, Fanon is relevant to my discussion of the New Wave as forming an 

alternative national project because he writes, “the fight for national culture means in the 

first place to fight for the liberation of the nation, that material keystone which makes the 

building of a culture possible.”28 In my view, the filmmakers of the New Wave are 

attempting to do this in different ways—sometimes through the allegorization of the 

nation, other times by developing cultural forms that conceive of collectivity beyond the 

                                                                                                                                  
Oppressed of the world, create a Party of the Oppressed. Neither East nor West, but 
Islam. We are for Islam, not capitalism and feudalism. Abrahamian, A History of Modern 
Iran, 147-148. See also Peter Chelkowski and Hamid Dabashi, Staging a Revolution: The 
Art of Persuasion in the Islamic Republic of Iran. London: Booth-Clibborn Editions, 
1995, and Ruhollah Khomeini, Islam and Revolution: Writings and Declarations of Imam 
Khomeini. Trans. Hamid Algar. London: Kegan-Paul International, 1985. 
26 Frantz Fanon, “On National Culture.” The Wretched of the Earth. Trans. Constance 
Farrington. New York: Grove Press, 1968: 206-248. 
27  Afshin Marashi, “Paradigms of Iranian Nationalism: History, Theory, and 
Historiograpy,” Rethinking Iranian Nationalism and Modernity, eds. Kamran Scot 
Aghaie and Afshin Marashi, Austin: University of Texas Press, 2014: 18.  
28 Fanon, “On National Culture,” 233. 
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nation, as I discuss in relation to Farrokhzad’s The House is Black. The vision of social 

and political change offered by the New Wave was not born of a unified sense of political 

commitment, as with the Marxist project, nor was it based on a deeply held faith that 

aligned with a political discourse of oppression, as with the Islamic project. Although the 

New Wave filmmakers were part of a general intellectual culture of dissent populated by 

poets, writers, artists, musicians, and philosophers, the politics that emerged in the most 

radical New Wave films did not align clearly with either of the dominant ideologies of 

Iranian opposition. Through a set of textually challenging and unprecedented films, the 

New Wave offered an alternative national project that was risky in its refusal to name and 

shape the new form of social relations that would emerge after the liberation of Iran’s 

national culture from the imperialist and chauvinist ideology of the Pahlavi regime. I 

argue that the New Wave’s project foregrounded an inquiry into the mythical foundations 

of Iranian history and culture by way of a deeply experimental film language. In doing 

so, it aligned the development of a new film form in Iran with the projection of a new set 

of social relations and further aligned these two developments with the international 

project of Third Cinema and counter-cinema.  

* * * 

 In this dissertation, I analyze and conceptualize pre-revolutionary art cinema, 

thereby intervening in the existing scholarship on Iranian cinema, which focuses 

primarily on   post-revolutionary cinema.29 Not only do I consider a group of films that 

                                            
29 There are of course some exceptions, such as Hamid Naficy’s four-volume A Social 
History of Iranian Cinema (Duke University Press, 2011-2012), which takes a much 
longer view of the development of national cinema in Iran, and Jamshid Akrami, 
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have never been the focus of an exclusive study, though they in many ways haunt the 

works on post-revolutionary Iranian cinema, I also interrogate the widely held notion that 

the year 1979 represents an immense rupture in film language. Thus, although my focus 

is on the period prior to 1979, my dissertation traces new dimensions to the post-

revolutionary cinema by exploring the culture that led to its emergence. I do not, 

however, position either period within a simple linear chain of cause and effect. I do not 

read the New Wave solely as a response to the domestic commercial cinema of the 1950s 

and 1960s, nor do I see the post-revolutionary cinema solely as a response to the New 

Wave. I argue that by examining the persistence of the trope of collectivity and the 

formal strategies of intermediality and counter-cinema, we are able to see the formation 

of an alternative national project that, by way of articulating itself through persistent 

archaic Iranian forms, continues as a work-in-progress in the contemporary era.  

  My analysis of the New Wave in the 1960s and 1970s makes an intervention in 

the current scholarship on Iranian cinema, which, as a result of the success of the post-

revolutionary cinema on the global film festival circuit in the 1990s, privileges films 

made after 1979 as uniquely able to achieve formal innovation within the confines of 

artistic, moral, and political parameters set by the state.30 As a result, the study of Iranian 

                                                                                                                                  
“Dreams Betrayed: A Study of Political Cinema in Iran (1969-1979),” (PhD diss., 
Teachers College, Columbia University, 1986), which is in part a video project on 
political cinema and the state of the film industry.  
30 One of the reasons for the neglect of pre-revolutionary cinema might very well be the 
lack of access to those films. Whereas the post-revolutionary cinema has benefited from 
agencies within Iran, such as the Farabi Film Foundation, collaborating and co-operating 
with international film festivals (especially after President Mohammad Khatami’s 
election in 1997), and working on the distribution of Iranian films in cinemas and on 
DVD, pre-revolutionary films have enjoyed scant exhibition by comparison. A handful of 
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cinema has suffered from both a myopic tendency in the field at large and a dearth of 

scholarship based on formal analysis. Aside from M. Ali Issari’s Cinema in Iran: 1900-

1979, English readers have had little access to information on pre-revolutionary Iranian 

cinema, or indeed on the broader landscape of the Iranian film industry.31 Prevalent 

instead are studies of auteurs such as Abbas Kiarostami and Mohsen Makhmalbaf, or 

studies that emphasize the social and political aspects of cinema without attention to the 

specificity of the film medium or to the broader debates in cinema and media studies.32 I 

                                                                                                                                  
New Wave films did receive some attention at international festivals in the 1960s and 
1970s (a fact noted in Roy Armes, Third World Filmmaking and the West. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1987), but the attention seems to have been short-lived, 
possibly due to the few years of stasis following the revolution. However, given the vast 
amount of textual resources cited in a text such as Naficy’s A Social History of Iranian 
Cinema, and the availability of pre-revolutionary films in the multi-media “black market” 
in Iran and on the Internet, it appears that the conditions for gaining access to these films 
are difficult, but not prohibitive. The novelty of a “newly discovered” non-Western 
cinema, particularly one that is perceived as flourishing within tight ideological 
parameters, circulates more efficiently in the global film market.  
31 Despite Issari’s emphasis on cinema prior to the Revolution, this book is more of an 
account of cinema rather than a theorization of its emergence and development. M. Ali 
Issari, Cinema in Iran, 1900-1979. London: Scarecrow Press, 1989. 
32 For studies focused on directors, see Mehrnaz Saeed-Vafa and Jonathan Rosenbaum, 
Abbas Kiarostami. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003; Jean-Luc Nancy, Abbas 
Kiarostami: The Evidence of Film. Trans. Christine Irrizary and Verena Andermatt 
Conley. Bruxelles: Yves-Gevaert, 2001; Alberto Elena, The Cinema of Abbas 
Kiarostami. Trans. Belinda Coombes. London: Saqi, 2005; Godfrey Cheshire, “How to 
Read Kiarostami. Cineaste 25.4 (2000): 8-15;” Laura Mulvey, “Kiarostami’s Uncertainty 
Principle. Sight and Sound 8 (June  1998): 24-27;” Hamid Dabashi, Makhmalbaf at 
Large The Making of a Rebel Filmmaker. London: I.B. Tauris, 2008.; Eric Egan, Films of 
Makhmalbaf. D.C: Mage Publishers, 2005; Tina Hassania, Asghar Farhadi: Life and 
Cinema. Dresher, PA: Critical Press, 2014. For works focused on the social and political 
aspects of cinema, see Hamid Dabashi, Close-Up: Iranian Cinema Past, Present and 
Future. London: Verso, 2000; Shahab Esfandiary, Iranian Cinema and Globalization: 
National, Transnational, and Islamic Dimensions. Bristol: Intellect, 2012.; Hamid Reza 
Sadr, Iranian Cinema: A Political History. London: I.B. Tauris, 2006.; Saeed Zeydabadi-
Nejad, The Politics of Iranian Cinema, London: Taylor and Francis, 2009.; Pedram 
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suggest that the consequences of such readings occlude an analysis of the specific nature 

of Iranian experimental and art cinema in a global historical context. Indeed, a deeper 

consequence is the omission of Iranian cinema from histories of political cinema and/or 

Third World cinemas of the mid-twentieth century. At the turn of the twenty-first 

century, following the new global interest in post-revolutionary Iranian cinema, several 

works emerged analyzing what was called the “New Iranian Cinema.” 33  In their 

introduction to Life and Art: The New Iranian Cinema, Rose Issa and Sheila Whitaker 

claim that the international success created a sense of urgency to publish: 

  Even as we are able to see more of their films a viewer in the West may  
  not be able to fully read them, either because of their specificity, or  
  because of a distorted perception of contemporary Iran and its culture.”34  
 
This impetus to publish in response to a perceived need to understand the context of these 

successful films is one reason why the post-revolutionary cinema has dominated the 

scholarship.   

 There are a few monographs and edited collections and dozens of articles that 

demonstrate the tendencies of such scholarship. I will draw attention the most significant 

interventions. Many of these works, such as Hamid Dabashi’s Close-Up: Iranian Cinema 

Past, Present and Future, Rose Issa and Sheila Whitaker (eds.), Life and Art: The New 

Iranian Cinema, and Richard Tapper (ed.), The New Iranian Cinema: Politics, 

                                                                                                                                  
Khosrownejad, Iranian Sacred Defense Cinema, London: Sean Kingston Publishing, 
2012, among others. 
33 I argue that the term “New Iranian Cinema” is crucial for understanding how prevailing 
theories of film style collude with the movements of the global film market.  It links 
cinema to both censorship and global acquisitions and thus is a constitutive delinking of 
contemporary Iranian art cinema from its own cinematic past. 
34 Rose Issa and Sheila Whitaker, Life and Art: The New Iranian Cinema, London: BFI, 
1995, 8.  
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Representation and Identity, discuss the historical conditions that shaped the modes and 

practices of filmmaking and film viewing in Iran following the Revolution. For example, 

Dabashi suggests that cinema is “concomitant with the project of modernity as an 

extended arm of colonialism,” citing cinema as a record of Iran’s failure where the 

project of modernity is concerned.35  

 Dabashi’s efforts to provide a social, historical, and political context to post-

revolutionary Iranian films, sometimes at the expense of sacrificing formal analysis, 

makes his work emblematic of a whole category of academic works on Iranian cinema 

that attempt to do the same. Throughout Close-Up, Dabashi argues for the importance of 

understanding the emergence of cinema (at different milestones: the first silent film, the 

first sound film, and so on) at highly fraught political moments. For instance, he locates 

the production of Ardeshir Irani’s Dokhtar-e Lor/The Lor Girl in 1933 with forced 

modernization, the establishment of Tehran University in 1934, and the changing of the 

nation’s name from Persia to “Iran” in 1935.36 Finally, when The Lor Girl was released in 

1936, it coincided with Reza Shah’s forced unveiling act in which the chador was 

banned. For Dabashi, this seals the “parallel fate of modernity and Iranian cinema,” not 

least because of its inclusion of the unveiling of women as an identifying feature of the 

new medium.37 I share this view of aligning various developments in the history of 

cinema with political milestones, such as my theorization of the New Wave as emerging 

with, beside, and through the Shah’s White Revolution. However, Dabashi’s 

                                            
35 Dabashi, Close-Up, 12.  
36 Dabashi, Close-Up, 20. 
37 Ibid. 
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methodology does not include close readings of films that demonstrate how the politics 

of form can be understood on a smaller scale. It is precisely these nuances of form that I 

investigate in this dissertation. 

 My methodology also departs from the model exemplified by Dabashi’s approach 

insofar as I do not conform to the field’s trend of focusing on authorial studies of 

individual directors. For example, Close-Up is divided into chapters on the filmmakers 

Abbas Kiarostami, Bahram Beyzai, Bahman Farmanara, and Mohsen Makhmalbaf, with 

an additional chapter on women and/in Iranian cinema, and a final chapter on cinema and 

globalization. This type of organization is widespread and reflects an implicit valorization 

of an (male centered) auteur-based approach. Azadeh Farahmand, who speculates that 

the success of specific auteur filmmakers on the international film festival circuit has 

precipitated this kind of scholarly emphasis, criticizes this tendency in the field, arguing 

that it has obscured other kinds of film productions.38  In this dissertation, I resist the 

model of chapters organized through the complete works of a single director, despite the 

fact that I discuss filmmakers who are considered auteurs such as Kiarostami and Panahi. 

My emphasis is instead on the manner in which specific concepts such as collectivity, 

counter-cinema, and intermediality are articulated in New Wave films. Held together, 

these concepts tell us more about the period than can a single filmmaker’s work. When I 

                                            
38 See Azadeh Farahmand, “Perspectives on Recent (International Acclaim for) Iranian 
Cinema.” The New Iranian Cinema: Politics, Representation and Identity. Ed. Richard 
Tapper. London: I.B. Tauris, 2002: 86-108, and Azadeh Farahmand, “Disentangling the 
International Festival Circuit: Genre and Iranian Cinema,” in Global Art Cinema: New 
Theories and Histories, ed. Rosalind Galt and Karl Schoonover (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010): 263-281. 
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do consider the importance of authorship, such as in my discussion of Farrokhzad and 

The House is Black, I do so in order to investigate what it allows us to think in a 

particular instance. For example, in my analysis of The House is Black, I consider the 

importance of Farrokhzad as a historical figure in the film’s manipulation of her physical 

and authorial voice.  

 The emphasis on auteur-based studies is an essential element of the tendency to 

focus on post-revolutionary cinema. The period in which the New Wave was active was 

roughly the seventeen years prior to the 1979 Revolution. Some of the filmmakers 

discussed in this dissertation made only one or two films before dying at young ages 

(Farrokhzad, Rahnema), while others were most active during the years of heightened 

censorship, causing them to either abandon filmmaking (at least temporarily) and/or to 

live in exile after the revolution (Kimiavi, Nabili). The filmmakers who are the focus of 

authorial studies tend to be those whose work has flourished in the era after 1979, in part 

due to the revitalization of the Iranian film industry in the late 1980s and throughout the 

1990s. In many ways, the lack of a significant scholarly work focused on the New Wave 

is due to the difficulty of using the popular auteur-based method to analyze this period.   

 Most studies that discuss the New Wave do so only perfunctorily, evaluating it as 

a pre-cursor to what they consider the more significant movement, the art cinema that 

came after the Revolution. The historiographical tendencies in Iranian cinema emphasize 

and celebrate realist narrative cinema and the importance of exposure. In other words, 

reception becomes a structuring element in the historiography of Iranian cinema even 

when it is not foregrounded explicitly. Dabashi discusses the New Wave of the 1960s and 
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1970s only very briefly, omitting an examination of the specificities of film form in that 

period. In Chapter One, I discuss Dabashi’s citation of films such as The House is Black 

(and Farrokh Ghaffary’s Shab-e ghuzi/The Night of the Hunchback, 1965) in passing, 

only to then state their immense importance, significance, and singularity. Films such as 

The House is Black are often on the receiving end of such hyperbolic praise that 

simultaneously withholds significant engagement. In an otherwise welcome addition to 

the field, Directory of World Cinema: Iran, edited by Parviz Jahed, the work of 

filmmakers such as Farrokhzad, Golestan, and Ghaffary are described as the 

“forerunners” of the Iranian New Wave, a term he identifies with the cinema both before 

and after 1979.39 Other works attempt to justify an occlusion of the New Wave from 

serious study based on the movement’s lack of popularity. Richard Tapper, for instance, 

curiously isolates Mehrjui’s The Cow for having a certain amount of success at 

international film festivals, thereby prefiguring the reception of post-revolutionary films, 

but he quickly diagnoses the pre-revolutionary New Wave as not having reached the 

status of “a world cinema.”40 The perceived link between popularity and value is affirmed 

by Roy Armes, who suggests in his discussion of 1970s cinema, “the films of the young 

                                            
39 See Parviz Jahed, “The Forerunners of the New Wave Cinema in Iran” in Directory of 
World Cinema: Iran, ed. Parviz Jahed (London: Intellect, 2012): 85-91. 
40 I describe it as a curious isolation because there is a lesser-known but equally 
important history of Iranian cinema at international film festivals in the 1960s and 1970s. 
However, due to a number of historical factors, of which the revolution is one, that earlier 
period in no way equaled the acclaim that Iranian films enjoyed at festivals in the 1990s 
and after. Richard Tapper, “Introduction,” The New Iranian Cinema: Politics, 
Representation and Identity. Ed. Richard Tapper. London: I.B. Tauris, 2002: 4. 
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directors had given Iran an international reputation, but they failed to reach a mass 

audience within their own country.”41  

 The notion of value as related to reception and popularity also figures in Hamid 

Naficy’s evaluation of the New Wave in his recent four-volume collection, A Social 

History of Iranian Cinema, which begins at the dawn of cinema and ends with 

contemporary film culture both in Iran and throughout the Iranian diaspora.42 Naficy, like 

others in the field, uses the occasion of The Cow’s success at the Berlin, Venice, and 

Chicago international film festivals in the early 1970s to describe it as the first New 

Wave film. Perhaps more problematic is the implication of an abstract notion of quality 

that is applied when he describes the emergence of the New Wave in the following 

manner: 

  What was needed to turn this potential into a reality was a few good  
  movies. The spark that social-realist filmmakers Gaffary and Golestan had 
  ignited…was fanned by Rahnema’s modernist Siavash at Persepolis…and 
  Mowlapur’s realist Ahu’s Husband…and finally burst into full flame with  
  Kimiai’s Qaisar and Mehrjui’s second film, The Cow.43  
 

There is no indication of what, if anything, other than international recognition, makes 

The Cow more emblematic of “the complexities, accomplishments, constraints, stylistic 

and narrative features, and double-edged circumstances of the new-wave cinema” than 

other, earlier films, particularly given that The House is Black, A Fire, and many other 

                                            
41 Roy Armes, Third World Filmmaking and the West, Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1987, 191.  
42 Naficy, A Social History: Volumes 1-4. 
43 Naficy, A Social History, Volume 2, 336. 
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films from the early 1960s did receive international acclaim at the time of their release.44 

The implications of this type of analysis are a rather abstract, subjective account of 

Iranian cinema delivered as an unbiased representation of historical events. Because the 

four volumes are so thoroughly researched, drawing from a variety of primary and 

secondary materials, a sense of comprehensiveness is conveyed that draws attention away 

from other possible interpretations of these historical developments. At times, particularly 

when drawing from interviews with filmmakers and industry figures, this goal of 

comprehensiveness results in a factual tone that is common in other works on Iranian 

cinema, and that can be criticized for attempting to pin down an essential truth about the 

history of Iranian cinema, rather than opening it up to questions.  

 In combination, the four volumes of the Naficy book represent the first instance of 

a thorough cinematic history of the years prior to 1979 through to the present day. Naficy 

highlights the transnational, multi-ethnic, and multilingual complexities of Iranian 

cinema from its beginning, which featured a largely Armenian production “industry” and 

non-Muslim Iranian actors, to its vast transnational and diasporic iterations today, as 

evidenced by the work of Amir Naderi, Shirin Neshat, Sohrab Shahid Saless, and others. 

Naficy conceptualizes the relationship of cinema to modernity by arguing that the 

“medium served as both a metaphor and an embodiment of modernity.”45 He argues that 

cinema in Iran has always been entwined with questions of nationalism, modernity, and 

Westernization, and demonstrates how cinema’s relationship to each of these phenomena 

has been far from simply an embrace of nationalism and a rejection of Westernization. 

                                            
44 Ibid. 
45 Naficy, A Social History, Volume 1, 1. 
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He sees modernity as key to understanding the development of cinema in Iran, arguing 

that it affected the film industry “structurally by modernizing its mode of production and 

reception,” but also by “inscribing modernity as content and style, and as sensorium.”46 

Naficy recognizes both ruptures and continuities as they have occurred in the history of 

Iranian cinema, thereby making it difficult to state that cinema has been shaped by one 

single factor, as some scholars have done with, for example, the 1979 revolution. Of the 

continuous factors at play in the development of Iranian cinema, Naficy identifies one 

particular thematic continuity that resonates with my project’s emphasis on intermediality 

and the legacy of Iranian history and culture: “Nostalgia for an Iranian or Islamic 

spirituality, for mysticism, and for authenticity drove the narratives of both popular 

cinema movies and the art-cinema films before and after the revolution of 1978-79.”47  

 Within the existing scholarly literature on Iranian cinema, there is a second group 

of texts that share in common a concern with gender and sexuality in post-revolutionary 

films. The emergence of this work has to do in part with the extraordinary changes to the 

film industry that happened after the 1979 revolution. The two biggest shifts were the 

dramatic increase of women working on the production side of film (as writers, directors, 

etc.) and the change in representations of women and the interactions between men and 

women.48 The religious authority of the newly formed Islamic state, Ayatollah Ruhollah 

                                            
46 Ibid., 9. 
47 Ibid., 12. 
48 Whereas prior to the establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran only a few films 
were made by women, the post-revolutionary cinema (especially the period after 
Khatami’s election) can be characterized by the work made from filmmakers as diverse 
as Rakhshan Bani-Etemad, Tahmineh Milani, Samira Makhmalbaf, Marziyeh Meshkini, 
Mana Akbari, Niki Karimi, to name a few. 
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Khomeini, declared that the revolution was in support of cinema, albeit a cinema in stark 

opposition to the obscene cinema of the West. Film scholar Negar Mottahedeh argues 

that Khomeini saw a new national cinema as a way for the nation to recover from its self-

estrangement.49 In his Last Will and Testament, Khomeini stated that this estrangement 

resulted from the nation’s alienation from its collective sense perceptions. Mottahedeh 

argues that, for Khomeini, sense perception was configured by the senses’ attachment to 

film technologies. Given that film technology was precisely the means through which 

Westernization was brought to the national body during the Pahlavi era, this relationship 

to technology had to be re-configured in Islamist terms. Khomeini did not reject cinema 

and its various technologies wholesale, but instead insisted that cinema was in need of 

“cleansing.” 50  Like many other newly formed states in the twentieth century—

particularly those working in an anti-imperial or decolonized context, such as the USSR, 

Cuba, and Senegal—the newly formed government of Iran recognized cinema’s power to 

corral a reimagined and reconstructed nation. By creating a new kind of spectator, the 

newly formed Islamic Republic of Iran sought, in effect, to create a new citizen.  

  Despite sharing with the above texts an exclusive focus on post-revolutionary 

Iranian cinema, Mottahedeh’s Displaced Allegories represents the emergence of a turn in 

the study of Iranian cinema. This turn is characterized primarily by Mottahedeh’s 

emphasis on determining the specificity of post-revolutionary Iranian film language 

within the context of the broader field of film and media studies. Mottahedeh contends 

                                            
49  Negar Mottahedeh, Displaced Allegories: Post-revolutionary Iranian Cinema. 
Durham: Duke University Press, 2008: 1. 
50 Mottahedeh, Displaced Allegories, 1. 
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that the rules placed on representation articulated the political conditions of filmmaking 

to the very syntax of post-revolutionary Iranian cinema. By drawing on 1970s feminist 

film theory and the historical and cultural specificity of Iran, Mottahedeh creates a new 

interpretative practice in the field. The consequences suggest that both an engagement 

with “Western” film theory and philosophy and with Iranian history, culture, and thought 

is necessary and fruitful. Following Mottahedeh’s methodological example, in this 

dissertation I draw on feminist film theory to examine how the New Wave articulated a 

feminist poetics and politics of collectivity, gave attention to the emergence of the female 

authorial voice, and experimented with a politics of refusal that created a form (the 

distanced look) that would respond to dominant cinema’s treatment of woman as 

spectacle.  

The Iranian New Wave 

 My use of the term “Iranian New Wave” refers exclusively to experimental and 

art cinema made between 1962 and 1979.51 Although the New Wave is a contentious 

term that connotes coherence and self-identification within a movement, where there 

                                            
51 There have been a number of works examining the concept of a “New Wave” in the 
discipline of film studies. See Peter Graham and Ginette Vincendeau, eds. The French 
New Wave: Critical Landmarks. London: BFI, 2009; T. Jefferson Kline, Screening the 
Text: Intertextuality in New Wave French Cinema. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1997; Sean Martin, New Waves in Cinema, Harpenden: Kamera, 2013; Richard 
Neupert, A History of the French New Wave Cinema. Madison: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 2007; Geoffrey Nowell-Smith, Making Waves: New Cinemas of the 1960s. New 
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might not be any, I use it as a heuristic device. This device allows me to connect the 

threads of collectivity, counter-cinema, and intermediality throughout this period of 

filmmaking and to point to their continued significance in contemporary Iranian cinema. 

My use of the term New Wave in this manner is one beginning out of many possible 

approaches. By rejecting the conventional prevaricating around whether the New Wave 

can be discussed as a movement, I am able to analyze commitments, themes, and 

undercurrents that have otherwise been neglected. I am not attempting to foreclose or 

discount other readings. Rather, I aim to construct a new version of what we consider the 

Iranian New Wave.  

 I refer to the New Wave as a term and not a movement because it was not a self-

identified or cohesive body of work by a limited number of filmmakers. This does not 

mean, however, that the New Wave cannot be conceptualized through the commonalities 

and differences of a set of films. Most critics refer to Dariush Mehrjui’s 1968 film Gav 

(The Cow) as the beginning of the Iranian New Wave, identifying in that film a set of 

characteristics (rural setting, simple narrative, neorealist influences, adaptation from 

contemporary Iranian literature) that would be found in the later works of filmmakers 

such as Sohrab Shahid Saless, Nasser Taghvai, Massoud Kimiai, Bahram Beyzai, and 

Abbas Kiarostami. This strain of the New Wave is the one most obviously continued or 

elaborated in the post-1979 New Iranian Cinema movement in the work of Mohsen 

Makhmalbaf, Jafar Panahi, and the later works of Beyzai and Kiarostami. Films from the 

1960s and 1970s that are textually more obtuse and use modernist strategies of 

estrangement have tended to occupy very little space in the critical landscape. I place in 
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this other group filmmakers such as Forough Farrokhzad, Ebrahim Golestan, Fereydoun 

Rahnema, Parviz Kimiavi, Marva Nabili, Farrokh Ghaffari, and Ahmad Faroughi Kadjar. 

Recently, the pre-1979 Iranian New Wave has garnered international interest via 

retrospectives held at venues such as Asia Society in New York and the Toronto 

International Film Festival, as well as programs at the Edinburgh International Film 

Festival. However, the period prior to 1979 continues to live in the shadow of the cinema 

that came after the Revolution.  

 Scholars vary on where and when the term New Wave originated. For example, 

Farahmand estimates that the term only became part of Iranian film critics’ vocabulary 

after 1979 in a nostalgic turn, given the decline and change in film production.52 The film 

critic Parvez Jahed states that there is no definitive source for the exact origin of the term 

“New Wave,” but that it began appearing in Iranian film criticism in the early 1970s.53 

However, the awareness of something entirely new seemed to have been in the air when 

critics responded to Mehrjui’s The Cow. Naficy cites the widespread celebration of the 

film’s form and vision, including one critic who called it “the birth of the first Iranian 

film.”54   

 In “Periodizing the Sixties,” Fredric Jameson posits that the 1960s began in 1957 

and concluded in the early 1970s.55 I apply this theory of periodization to the Iranian New 

Wave by resisting pre- and post-1979 narratives. Following this model, I am able to avoid 

                                            
52 Farahmand, “Disentangling the International Festival Circuit,” 272. 
53 Parviz Jahed, “The Forerunners of the New Wave Cinema in Iran” in Directory of 
World Cinema: Iran, ed. Parviz Jahed (London: Intellect, 2012): 85. 
54 Hamid Naficy, A Social History, Volume 2, 347. 
55 Fredric Jameson, “Periodizing the Sixties,” Social Text 9.10 (1984): 178-209. 
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the discourse of a radical break and examine Iranian experimental and art cinema across a 

longer period. Although I do make the distinction between pre- and post-revolutionary 

Iranian cinemas, in Chapter Four my discussion of Shirin and The Mirror is an attempt to 

examine the persistence of the Iranian New Wave after 1979. One of Jameson’s central 

claims in this article is that our interpretation of any given era determines its 

periodization, not the other way around. Similarly, I extend my discussion into the post-

1979 era in order to examine the unfinished project of both the Iranian New Wave and 

the Iranian Revolution.   

 Although I extend my discussion of the New Wave into the post-1979 cinema, I 

want to state clearly that I do not consider the “Iranian New Wave” a term that is 

interchangeable with the term most often used to discuss the cinema after 1979, the “New 

Iranian Cinema.”  One of the reasons for this is that I see the term “New Iranian Cinema” 

as too closely aligned with the interests of global capital as it circulates in and around the 

international production and distribution of films. When terms like “New Iranian 

Cinema” get too close to “New Wave,” and are purported to be one and the same, not 

only do both terms lose their specificity, but the latter also loses its radical tenor.  

 In an essay on Kiarostami, Jonathan Rosenbaum begins by discussing the 

imprecision with which “new wave” film movements are identified: 

  It’s an unavoidable truism that any effort to nail down the specifics of a  
  national cinematic “new wave” in an authoritative manner is   
  doomed to a certain amount of mythmaking. Regarding the French  New  
  Wave, the term sprang from casual journalism in the 1950s and   
  generally wound up meaning among journalists whatever they 
  wanted it to mean: dozens of first-time French directors who either got  
  bankrolled, made a splash or both over the same period (the most   
  common definition); habitués of the Paris Cinémathèque who   
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  became filmmakers, young Cahiers du cinéma critics who went from  
  theory to practice; a thematically (or romantically) oriented youth   
  movement and so on.56  
 
In his discussion of the Iranian New Wave that follows, Rosenbaum takes what he has 

outlined above as a norm, and applies it to the Iranian case too, suggesting it is “not one 

but many potential movements.”57 In making the New Wave a question of multiples 

capable of occurring in different instances and modes (rather than in a straight line), 

Rosenbaum opens up the question of how to think the Iranian New Wave, even if its 

contours are left undefined.58  

 The question of “mythmaking” that is central to Rosenbaum’s hesitations about 

defining the concept of a national “new wave” hinges on an assumption about 

historiography that grounds a lamentably large number of works on the Iranian New 

Wave and New Iranian Cinema. The cautionary warning about “mythmaking” positions 

film scholarship itself in a strange relation to “realism,” a realism of historical 

“accountability.” This accountability tethers thought to a historical time and place by 

suggesting that a “new wave” is not something that can be altered or shaped for the 

purpose of creating concepts. Like profilmic reality, a “new wave” simply waits to be 

recorded. In this mode, concepts cease to move; they are “locked” in a place and time.59 

                                            
56 Jonathan Rosenbaum, “Abbas Kiarostami,” in Abbas Kiarostami, ed. Mehrnaz Saeed-
Vafa and Jonathan Rosenbaum (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003): 1. 
57 Jonathan Rosenbaum, “Kiarostami,” 1. 
58 In fact, Rosenbaum posits that Forough Farrokhzad’s Khaneh siah ast/The House is 
Black (1962) is a possible starting point for the New Wave and discusses her influence on 
Kiarostami, but drops the subject of what exactly makes either director’s work “New 
Wave” films.  
59 Unfortunately, this phenomenon isn’t unique to “new wave” movements. For example, 
the Latin American Third Cinema (tercer cine) movement of the late 1960s has come to 
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 What I have referred to as the fraught relation between the “Iranian New Wave” 

and the “New Iranian Cinema” lies in each term’s becoming-mutable in this relation, i.e. 

when the terms become interchangeable, they lose their meaning. In the years directly 

before and after the 1979 revolution film culture in Iran experienced a short period of 

transition before the emergence of the post-revolutionary Iranian cinema. I propose that 

the term “New Iranian Cinema” be read as nothing more than historical; it is perhaps 

“dead” in the manner that I have described the fate of the “New Wave” and “Third 

Cinema” in some treatments. Following the success of Iranian cinema at major 

international film festival in the 1990s, the term “New Iranian Cinema” seems to have 

been coined largely as a way of naming the “discovery” of art cinema existing in Iran, a 

discovery on the part of programmers, critics, and audiences outside of the country. Thus 

in many respects the “newness” of the New Iranian Cinema connotes its newness to/for 

foreign audiences. In “Disentangling the International Festival Circuit: Genre and Iranian 

Cinema,” Azadeh Farahmand points to the manner in which film festival promotion 

thrives on discerning newness in terms of national specificity, as well as shaping national 

film histories in relation to their appearance in film festivals.60 Rather than understanding 

the post-revolutionary cinema’s international success only in terms of the dynamic of art 

flourishing under censorship, Farahmand locates this success in the coevalness of the 

goals of the nation-state and the global art cinema market: 

                                                                                                                                  
fulfill merely a historical role in film studies (even though it is often excluded from 
accounts of the development of film theory), with an assumption that its theories and 
ideas have come and gone,” i.e., relevant only to the moment and place in which they 
were produced.  
60Azadeh Farahmand, “Disentangling the International Festival Circuit,” 263-281. 
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  The genrefication of Iranian cinema became possible because the aims of  
  the Iranian nation-state – in the ways in which it sought to market and  
  sell Iranian cinema – became compatible with the overall dynamics of  
  the international festival circuit in its continued attempt to “discover”  
  new national cinemas and champion new filmmakers.61 
 
Here Farahmand discusses the conditions of film production in Iran following the 1979 

revolution, alluding to how the industry was revived after a brief period of inactivity. As 

Naficy has argued, the years immediately following the revolution involved a 

“purification process” that resulted in severely decreased opportunities to both produce 

and exhibit domestic films, as well as to import and exhibit foreign films.62 However, this 

period of stagnation was rather short lived. It quickly gave to way to a newly invigorated 

national cinema, motivated (at least in terms of state structures and funding) by the 

Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s support of a radical, Islamist cinema, a position 

Khomeini came to after viewing The Cow.63  

 The sensational experience of Iranian cinema on the world stage in the 1990s 

highlights an important aspect of the how the trope of “newness” functions in relation to 

film movements tied to the nation. I am suggesting that affixing the word “new” to 

“Iranian Cinema” indicates a desire for freshness in the relationship the West held to Iran. 

                                            
61 Ibid., 275. For further analysis of the Iranian film industry post-1979 in its relation to 
international film festivals, see also Azadeh Farahmand, “Perspectives on Recent 
(International Acclaim for) Iranian Cinema,” in The New Iranian Cinema: Politics, 
Representation and Identity, ed. Richard Tapper (London: I.B. Tauris, 2006): 86-108. 
62 Hamid Naficy, “Veiled visions/powerful presences: women in post-revolutionary 
Iranian cinema,” in Life and Art: The New Iranian Cinema, ed. Rose Issa and Sheila 
Whitaker (London: BFI, 1999): 44-65.  
63 For a highly detailed account of the conditions of the film industry following the 
revolution, see Hamid Naficy, A Social History of Iranian Cinema, Volume 3. Naficy 
analyzes this period of Iranian cinema by discussing the condition of the film industry 
and the political and social context of Iran, alongside close readings of key films and 
analyses of concurrent developments in other artistic fields.  
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It is perhaps not already a full-fledged desire on the part of the international film 

community, but an indication that the modes of filmmaking presented by the films of 

Kiarostami, Makhmalbaf, and Bahram Beyzai suggested the existence of something 

recognizable though entirely unfamiliar that sparked that desire. The possibility that 

innovative art could emerge from the newly established Islamic Republic could be 

suggestive of seeing alternative representations of Iran. The context for this desire for 

(recognizable) difference was the revolution, the hostage crisis, the Iran-Iraq war, and of 

course, the dominant representations of Iran in the Western media, perhaps demonstrated 

most forcefully by films such as Not Without My Daughter (1991). The images of Iran 

that gained the most currency, to quote Naficy:  

  converted Iran into a limited repertoire of discrete and disembodied  
  audiovisual signs, repeated ad nauseam: bearded and turbaned “mad  
  mullahs”; the thick frown of Ayatollah Khomeini; veiled women with  
  raised fists; frantic mobs shouting “Death to the Shah,” “Death to   
  America,” “Death to Carter”; and finally the image of the blindfolded  
  American hostages that opened ABC’s America Held Hostage and   
  Nightline.64 
 
Against this background, images of rural landscapes replete with olive trees and the 

earnest faces of young children facing everyday situations of decision-making, such as 

the ones faced by the young protagonist of Kiarostami’s widely celebrated Khane-ye 

doust kojast?/Where is the Friend’s Home? (1987), represented sudden and new 

difference. It did not seem to matter what the “old” Iranian cinema was, because, as the 

                                            
64 Hamid Naficy, A Social History of Iranian Cinema, Volume 4: The Globalizing Era, 
1984-2010 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012): 277. For a more detailed analysis of 
what Naficy calls the “mediawork” that created the commodity of Iran, see especially 
chapter four, “Emergent Contestatory Films, Media Culture, and Public Diplomacy.” 
Also see Edward Said, Covering Islam: How the Media and the Experts Determine How 
We See the Rest of the World (New York: Vintage, 1981). 
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implicit bewilderment of a 1995 Cahiers du cinéma headline suggests by asking, “Who 

are you, Mr. Kiarostami?” this “new” Iranian cinema itself provided enough questions 

and excitement to make it possible for it to exist in a kind of historical vacuum.65 As 

Farahmand points out, the already favorable conditions that made it possible for Iranian 

cinema’s acceptance pivoted on the way film festivals link national cinemas to realism. 

She suggests, “notions of national cinemas as generically employed in the festival space 

are anchored in the assumption that specific films do in fact unravel the true spirit of the 

nation.”66 Therein lies palatable difference, where one kind of image of Iran, though 

perhaps still unfamiliar in some way, is deemed preferable. The fact that the regulations 

governing film production in Iran after the revolution were characterized by rigidity and 

censorship only adds to the appeal of (to use a contextually overdetermined word) 

“unveiling” so-called true voices.67 

 For these reasons, I choose to keep the term New Wave a potent one aligned with 

the global wave of political film movements and to avoid the risk of confusing the former 

with the discursive terrain of post-revolutionary Iranian cinema. Peter Wollen points to 

this dilemma in his discussion of “festival films,” wherein he laments the difficulty of 

separating a New Wave film from a “festival film.” He describes the development of 

New Waves as spreading from Europe to the rest of the world, suggesting that “‘New 

                                            
65 “Qui-êtes vous Monsieur Kiarostami?” Cahiers du cinéma (July 1995).  
66 Farahmand, “Disentangling the International Festival Circuit,” 266. 
67 For two different but complementary analyses of changes to the regulations governing 
film production after 1979, see Negar Mottahedeh, Displaced Allegories: Post-
Revolutionary Iranian Cinema (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008) and Gönül 
Dönmez-Colin, Women, Islam and Cinema  (London: Reaktion Books, 2004). 
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Wave’ began to fuse with ‘National Cinema.’ It no longer represented a revolution, but a 

tradition.”68 

Third Cinema 

 In The Age of New Waves: Art Cinema and the Staging of Globalization, James 

Tweedie argues that the “international new waves are both more and less like Hollywood, 

and both closer to and more distant from ‘Third Cinema,’ than is commonly 

understood.”69 This reading of other “international” New Waves shares similarity with 

how the Iranian New Wave might be understood as an admixture of Third Cinema, 

European art cinema, or what is called Second Cinema, and the more militant counter-

cinema emerging from Europe in the late 1960s and early 1970s.  

 The term Third Cinema originates with Argentine filmmakers Fernando Solanas 

and Octavio Getino.  In their 1969 essay-manifesto, “Towards a Third Cinema: Notes and 

Experiences for the Development of a Cinema of Liberation in the Third World,” Solanas 

and Getino define the concept as 

  the cinema that recognizes in that struggle the most gigantic   
  cultural, scientific, and artistic manifestation of our time, the great   
  possibility of constructing a liberated personality with each people   
  as the starting point – in a word, the decolonization of culture.70  

                                            
68 Peter Wollen, “An Alphabet of Cinema.” Paris Hollywood: Writings on Film, London: 
Verso, 2002: 10. 
69 Tweedie, The Age of New Waves, 4.  
70  Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino, “Towards a Third Cinema: Notes and 
Experiences for the Development of a Cinema of Liberation in the Third World.” Trans. 
Julianne Burton and Michael Chanan. Film Manifestos and Global Cinema Cultures: A 
Critical Anthology. Ed. Scott MacKenzie. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014: 
233. It should be noted that this essay was originally published in Spanish as “Hacia un 
tercer cine” in the Cuban journal Tricontinental 13 (1969). It was first translated into 
English in the journal Afterimage 3 (1971): 16-35 and later revised by Julianne Burton 
and Michael Chanan. For a discussion of revisions made by Solanas and Getino to the 
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I see in Solanas and Getino’s phrase “with each people as the starting point” a powerful 

notion that has not been adequately explored and that has profound implications for the 

concept of “global cinema,” namely that the basis for a “true” global cinema is the double 

nature of Third Cinema: at once both a domestic national development, and a piece of a 

larger movement.  

 Third Cinema is conceived as a political film movement, one that develops 

alongside a widespread anti-imperialist struggle in the Third World (“that struggle”). 

Solanas and Getino warn against what they see as a trap in terms of the separation of 

politics and art. They locate this separation in the historical debate on the role of 

intellectuals and artists in a liberation struggle. They argue that the debate either relegates 

“all intellectual work capacity to a specifically political or political-military function,” 

which they see containing an implicit demand that all artistic activity “must ineluctably 

be absorbed by the System,” or that the debate “maintains an inner duality of the 

intellectual” by separating art/beauty from the revolutionary political process and 

signifying as political commitment activities such as “signing certain anti-imperialist 

manifestos.”71 For the authors, the separation of politics and art rests on a “conception of 

culture, science, art, and cinema as univocal and universal terms” and a lack of awareness 

that 

   revolution does not begin with the taking of political power from   
  imperialism and the bourgeoisie, but rather begins at the moment   
  when the masses sense the need for change and their intellectual   

                                                                                                                                  
1969 text (which are not reflected in any English translations of the essay-manifesto), see 
Jonathan Buchsbaum, “One, Two…Third Cinemas.” Third Text 25.1 (2011): 13-28. 
71 Solanas and Getino, “Towards a Third Cinema,” 232. 
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  vanguards begin to study and carry out this change through    
  activities on different fronts.72 
 
This is an understanding of the role of the intellectual and/or artist as a figure that must 

develop as part of a wider liberation struggle. It is crucial to note that the theories of what 

is now grouped together as Third Cinema developed concurrently to the wave of anti-

colonial movements that happened across the world in the early 1960s, including but not 

limited to the Vietnamese victory over the French occupation in 1954, the Cuban 

Revolution of 1959, Algerian independence in 1962, and Peronism in Argentina. Thus 

there is already a parallel between the historical development of the theory of Third 

Cinema and the global anti-colonial movements and the call within Solanas and Getino’s 

texts for an intellectual/artistic cinema that develops in a similar manner. Furthermore, 

Solanas and Getino were, like fellow theorists and filmmakers Glauber Rocha, Julio 

Garcia Espinosa, and Tomás Gutiérrez Alea, heavily influenced by the work of Frantz 

Fanon. This is evident in the discussion on the role of the intellectual/artist in Solanas and 

Getino’s text, which refers implicitly to Fanon’s theorization of the role of the intellectual 

in his essay, “On National Culture.”73 In that essay, part of his book The Wretched of the 

Earth, Fanon argues that the relationship between the intellectual and the “people” is 

often a false one. It is the duty of the intellectual (a figure with an unnerving relation to 

the colonial metropole – a conception shared by Solanas and Getino) to have a 

conception of the future of humanity, rather than attempting to represent the people, or 

                                            
72 Ibid. 
73 The relationship to Fanon is also, of course, an explicit one, insofar as Solanas and 
Getino’s essay is framed by an epigraph from Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth. 
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the “archaic past.”74 The embedded nature of the intellectual/artist in the context of Third 

Cinema was particularly important for the development of style. Third Cinema was a 

movement that wanted to explore how to give expression to national themes (not just 

“showing proof” of them, as Fanon warns, but showing how national culture emerges in 

the process of collective struggle) within a national style.  

 The question of style emerges in Solanas and Getino’s classification of the “first” 

and “second” cinemas to which Third cinema is opposed. First cinema is understood as 

the dominant cinema, best exemplified by Hollywood. Solanas and Getino diagnose this 

“first” cinema as bourgeois filmmaking, characterized by the need “to satisfy, in the first 

place, the cultural and surplus value needs of a specific ideology, of a specific world-

view: that of US finance capital.”75 The alternatives to Hollywood or the dominant 

cinema first emerged in the form of “second cinema,” which Solanas and Getino identify 

with a host of practices and movements such as “author’s cinema,” “expression cinema,” 

“nouvelle vague,” and “cinema novo.”76 They group these different movements together 

because they each represent, in their own ways, opportunities for the filmmaker to 

“express himself in non-standard language,” which they see as an attempt at cultural 

decolonization. However, they reject this cinema as non-revolutionary because, according 

to them in 1969, it had already or was about to become incorporated toward the 

ideological needs of capitalism. Solanas and Getino point out that “real alternatives” are 

only possible if one of the following requirements is met: either making films that cannot 

                                            
74 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, Trans. Constance Farrington. New York: 
Grove Press, 1979, 44. 
75 Solanas and Getino, “Towards a Third Cinema,” 237. 
76 Ibid., 238. 
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be assimilated by the system and “which are foreign to its needs, or making films that 

directly and explicitly set out to fight the System.”77  

 Having described second cinema in this manner, one might question whether the 

Iranian New Wave does not indeed fit more closely to this category than to the category 

of the Third. Indeed, I read the Iranian New Wave as sharing a great deal of 

characteristics with second cinema, but there are several reasons why we cannot simply 

stop at second cinema when theorizing the New Wave. First, it should be pointed out that 

the Iranian New Wave drew on a rich literary history of symbolism, which trained 

viewers to read for so-called “hidden meaning” that could not be made more explicit due 

to historical restrictions. Jamshid Akrami points out that the Iranian New Wave was 

never explicitly called political film, for in the context of the authoritarian rule of the 

Shah’s regime, the entire operation of “intellectual cinema” would have abruptly ended.78 

Furthermore, as Mike Wayne has discussed, the writers of the Third Cinema essay-

manifesto intended for the style of Third Cinema to take shape in different ways 

depending on the geopolitical context from which said cinema emerged. 79  In the 

development of a national style to express national themes, therefore, certain formal and 

stylistic features that might be said to derive from European sources (e.g. surrealism), 

may in fact stem from a variety of sources, both local and foreign. Furthermore, given the 

influence of travel and travel routes, as well as the history of imperialism in Iran, in 

                                            
77 Ibid.  
78 Jamshid Akrami, “Dreams Betrayed: A Study of Political Cinema in Iran (1969-
1979),” (PhD diss., Teachers College, Columbia University, 1986): 9. 
79 See Mike Wayne, Political Film: The Dialectics of Third Cinema, London: Pluto Press, 
2001. 
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addition to its own heterogeneity in terms of language, ethnicity, and religion, it is 

difficult to say what is authentically an expression of locality versus something that is 

“borrowed.” In fact, the tendency on the part of filmmakers such as Kimiavi to cite 

Western influences (Godard, surrealism) within highly “national” themes (Mongols, 

Sufism) ought to be perceived as a deliberate response to a homogeneous, centered 

nationalism based on the majority Persian ethnicity and the official language of Persian. 

Thus what might look, at first glance, like “second cinema” is indeed closer to the kind of 

“Third Cinema” that Solanas and Getino theorized. 

 In addition to Solanas and Getino’s “Towards a Third Cinema,” essays such as 

Glauber Rocha’s “The Aesthetics of Hunger” (1965) and Julio Garciá Espinosa’s “For an 

Imperfect Cinema” (1969) were written in order to address the intersecting issues of 

confronting cultural colonization and developing a locally inflected and historical 

aesthetic that could be a popular art form.80 Espinosa understood cinema as inextricable 

from a political mandate of social transformation, writing that cinema “must above all 

show the process which generates the problems.”81 His theory of art is predicated on the 

notion that the audience for such a “lucid” cinema already exists and thus imperfect 

cinema does not need to create a specific audience. That aspect of Espinosa’s argument 

suggests that cinema has the ability to call upon a primordial image that is recognizable 

to the spectator because it organizes his/her relationship to the social order. But what is 

                                            
80 Glauber Rocha, “An Esthetic of Hunger.” New Latin American Cinema, Volume One. 
Ed. Michael T. Martin. Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1997: 59-61. 
81 Espinosa, Julio Garciá. “For an Imperfect Cinema.” Trans. Julianne Burton. Jump Cut 
20 (1979): 24-26. 
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most pertinent here is Espinosa’s assertion that when imperfect cinema shows the process 

of a problem, it submits it to “judgment without predicting the verdict.”82 We see this 

taking shape in the Iranian New Wave in films such as The Mongols, whose plot 

represents a director who can’t determine what is reality and what is illusion. The 

resulting critique produced by the film is also unsure at what it is taking aim: the 

traditional Iranian establishment and its modes of knowledge, or the imperialistic 

technology of television with its imported values. Congruent with Espinosa’s 

theorization, we can understand Iranian cinema as neither contemplative nor self-

satisfied. This ambiguity subsists in New Wave films because the films allow a problem 

to be exhibited in the process of its development. 

 Decades after Solanas and Getino’s essay, the question of “Third Cinema” 

expanded to include important inquiries on the value and method of film analysis and its 

relation to the elaboration of a theory of Third Cinema, as well as how scholarship could, 

if at all, relate to the liberation struggles to which Third Cinema was committed. I want to 

discuss this issue here in some detail because it highlights the question of how political 

film is involved in the formation of a liberated national culture (i.e., in how it deals with 

history or helps us to think history). The question of the role of scholarship in the Third 

Cinema debates also foregrounds the question of film’s legibility as text, or in other 

words, the kind of language it must use to speak to and/or with the “people.” Thus the 

question of how to read and write about Third Cinema is pertinent here especially 

because the Iranian New Wave is rife with films that question the medium’s legibility and 
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suitability for social transformation within an Iranian historical context. It should also be 

noted that the dilemma of authorship present in many New Wave films is also a concern 

with the theorization of Third Cinema insofar as the question of an auteur approach 

remains unclear within the overall Third Cinema “program,” as it were.  

 In his article, “Third Cinema as Guardian of Popular Memory: Towards a Third 

Aesthetics,” Teshome Gabriel asserts the need for Third Cinema to act as an agent of 

both preservation and evolution. Third Cinema safeguards the vanishing popular memory 

of the dispossessed by serving as an account of mythology, folklore, etc., but it also 

works proactively to “give history a push and popular memory a future.”83 Gabriel 

defines Third Cinema as “participatory and contributive to the struggles for the liberation 

of the peoples of the Third World.”84 It can do this in two ways: 1) in situations where the 

“battle for and around history” continues, then the camera operates much like a gun; and 

2) in situations where the battle has “moved on to the cultural front,” Third Cinema uses 

strategies that “recover and activate popular memory.”85 Gabriel theorizes “popular 

memory” as the persistence of a kind of historiographical folklore, one that runs counter 

to what he deems “official history.” Thus films that participate in the struggle to recover 

and activate popular memory “delve into the past, not only to reconstruct, but also to 

redefine and to redeem what the official versions of history have overlooked.”86 For 

Gabriel, Third Cinema is able to provide this type of unifying and restorative account, 
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which is oppositional to the meta-narrative of modernity, because its meaning is not 

encoded in a manner that requires the mediation of a critic or intellectual. The mediating 

function of the intellectual or “film theory” as a monolithic entity (in Gabriel’s reading), 

has to do with his charge that structuralist and/or semiotic theories of cinema push for 

immanent meaning where meaning is concealed, suppressed, or otherwise withheld. By 

positing his film theorist as a “menace” in this sense, he implicitly performs a kind of 

narrowly allegorical reading of Third World film wherein “meaning” is foregrounded in a 

flattened, even obvious, manner. When discussing the role of the filmmaker, however, 

Gabriel adopts a notably different attitude, describing “progressive film-makers all over 

the Third World” as “custodians of popular expression.”87 The anxiety over the mediating 

presence of the critic/scholar (what the anti-colonial manifestos deemed the 

intellectual/artist) suggests a return to some of the debates and dilemmas that were crucial 

to the formation of anti-colonial discourse and, subsequently, Third Cinema. The 

difference lies in the deliberate splitting of the intellectual/artist dyad so central to anti-

colonial discourse; Gabriel seems to unproblematically align the filmmaker with the 

“people,” suggesting that the type of filmmaker he has in mind is crucially different from 

the figure imagined by Third Cinema theorists (not only Solanas and Getino but others as 

well). Furthermore, this split completely relegates the critic/scholar (intellectual) outside 

the sphere of the production of a national culture. Of course, Gabriel’s figuration here 

relies on another splitting: that of the “First” and “Third” worlds, suggesting that the 
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spheres of circulation for Third World filmmakers and Western or “First” World 

intellectuals are radically different. 

 In defense of what she calls “mainstream critical theory,” Julianne Burton-

Carvajal sees the mid-1980s as a period of transition in the theoretically-informed 

analysis of Third World films, lamenting the subsumption of “aesthetics, hermeneutics 

and the psychodynamics of textual reception under the rubric of ideology.”88 She takes 

aim at Gabriel, who she sees as representative of this tendency, particularly in his 

understanding of ideology, “which he construes as specific, autonomous, non-deceptive 

and non-illusory, exerting a material force in that it is governed by its own system of 

representation.”89 Burton-Carvajal begins by wondering why it is that the concurrent 

developments of film as a tool for national identity and cultural autonomy and the 

development of film theory have remained separate. This argument aims to make an 

intervention in that moment of “transition” that she has named; in addition to Jim Pines 

and Paul Willemen’s edited collection, Questions of Third Cinema (1991), and Teshome 

Gabriel’s book Third Cinema in the Third World (1981), a number of works by film 

scholars such as Roy Armes, Manthia Diawara, and Michael Chanan, among others, 

came out around the same time. Moreover, journals such as Cineaste, Jumpcut, Film 

Quarterly and many others were regularly featuring work on Third World cinema. 

Burton-Carvajal suggests that the variety of terms used to designate Third World 
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filmmaking “testifies to a certain elusive indefiniteness in the object itself.”90 Right away, 

she is alerting us to the dangers of a mode of analysis that is not rooted in medium 

specificity. Her central question is: why has the critical engagement with Third World 

films not inquired after the specific mode of filmic enunciation present in what we call 

“Third World cinema”? In the case of Iran, for example, it is long after the 1979 

Revolution that an inquiry into the specific mode of filmic enunciation takes place.91 If 

she has to engage any kind of unifying notion in her definition of Third World film 

practices, she prefers the terms “marginal” and “oppositional” because they are 

necessarily relational terms that already presuppose a global focus. How does this global 

focus help us begin a reading of film as something that is constantly exchanged, 

translated, and newly inflected? Burton-Carvajal’s response to Gabriel does not, 

unfortunately, give a response to the question of the politics of reclaiming a film theory 

of Third Cinema, nor does it examine the mode in which such a politics would be desired, 

or necessary. In contrast to postcolonialism, which is recognized as putting forward 

concepts that contemporary philosophy has had to reckon with, in addition to having 

considerable disciplinary influence, Third Cinema has largely been relegated to the status 

of a historical form, rather than a living concept.  

 One of the ways I aim to renew the theory of Third Cinema is through a nuancing 

of the notion of the “third.” Raymond Williams’ conceptual “trinity” of the dominant, 

residual and emergent provides a useful way to think about Burton-Carvajal’s use of both 
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“marginal/oppositional” and “mainstream” as necessarily interdependent relations. In 

what Williams calls “epochal analysis,” a cultural process is seized as a cultural system 

with determinate dominant features. Williams is especially interested, however, in how 

the dominant, as a category, continuously re-establishes itself in relational terms. The 

following quote, from Marxism and Literature is particularly compelling vis-à-vis the 

“place” of Third Cinema in film theory and film studies at large: 

  While retaining the epochal hypothesis, we can find terms which   
  recognize not only ‘stages’ and ‘variations’ but the internal dynamic  
  relations of any actual process. We have certainly still to speak of   
  the ‘dominant’ and the effective, and in this sense of the hegemonic.  
  But we find that we also have to speak, and indeed with further   
  differentiation of each, of the ‘residual’ and the ‘emergent’ which in  
  any real process, and at any moment in the process, are significant   
  both in themselves and in what they reveal of the characteristics of   
  the ‘dominant.’92  
 
The residual, for Williams, is something that has been formed in the past but is still active 

in the cultural process; it is an element of the past operative in the present. Perhaps one 

way to think about the residual in relation to Third Cinema is the role of an indigenous 

film industry whose practices of signification reproduce the tropes of mainstream 

American cinema with local inflections. If Third Cinema is truly an “emergent” practice, 

or a “late” practice, then these sorts of cinematic productions might help us think about 

what the residual might look like. What, then, is the emergent? Williams writes:  

  By emergent, I mean, first that new meanings and values, new   
  practices, new relationships and kinds of relationships are    
  continually being created. But it is exceptionally difficult to   
  distinguish between those which are really elements of some new   
  phase of the dominant culture (and in this sense ‘species-specific’)   
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  and those which are substantially alternative or oppositional to it:   
  emergent in the strict sense, rather than merely novel. Since we are  
  always considering relations within a cultural process, definitions   
  of the emergent, as of the residual, can be made only in relation to a  
  full sense of the dominant.93  
 
While Burton-Carvajal begins by wondering why the First World advocates of Third 

World film have not explored the potential applications of mainstream critical theory to 

the oppositional cinemas of the non-Western world, she pushes the possibilities contained 

in her desire for this “application” by asking why it has not been considered that Third 

World film practice could also be a way to transform what are seen as the ideological 

limits of critical theory. In this sense, her argument fluctuates between what is arguably a 

tepid mode of critical analysis—the idea of “applying” critical theory to Third World 

texts, which I think is, as Gabriel might suggest, a mode of “emergence” mediated by the 

dominant and therefore not really an emergent practice—and something that, to my mind, 

remains to be truly claimed as “emergent,” namely the idea that Third World film 

practices can transform the practices of critical theory in the “developed” world.  

National allegory and Third Cinema 

 I will here touch briefly on the question of allegory and its importance for the 

New Wave. In order to do so, I will revisit one of the major debates on the question of 

allegory as it relates to the nation in the context of so-called “Third World” cultural 

production.94  The debate is the one begun with the publication of Fredric Jameson’s 
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“Third World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism,” an essay that is 

infamous in postcolonial circles due to Jameson’s alleged homogenization of the 

categories of “third world” and “third world literature.”95 Although there have been many 

responses and readings of this essay, the response written by Aijaz Ahmad, “Jameson’s 

Rhetoric of Otherness and the ‘National Allegory’” will be the focus of my comments.96 

 Taking Jameson’s own admission that what he sets forth is a methodology for 

reading cultural objects, rather than a “theory of” a specific non-Western culture, I will 

suggest that the essay contains a productive rethinking of allegory precisely through the 

juxtaposition of two words: “national” and “allegory.”97 In doing so, I want to suggest a 

rethinking of how Jameson’s argument about allegory has been understood. Perhaps the 

most unproductive criticism has been aimed at the grand rhetorical gesture of the 

following statement:  

  All third-world texts are necessarily, I want to argue, allegorical,   
  and in a very specific way: they are to be read as what I will call   
  national allegories, even when, or perhaps I should say, particularly  
  when their forms develop out of predominantly western    
  machineries of representation, such as the novel.98  
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It is Jameson’s use of “all,” “Third World,” and “necessarily,” that forms the core of 

Ahmad’s critique. Through a detailed reading of how Jameson arrives at his categories, 

Ahmad demonstrates that it is near impossible for Jameson to support this statement, 

given the organization of his categories. Ahmad argues that because Jameson defines the 

“Third World” in terms of its experiences of colonialism and/or imperialism, what seems 

to follow is the political category of the nation. Thus, according to Ahmad, Jameson takes 

nationalism as a valorized ideology.99  

 Throughout this dissertation, I use the term “Third World” to denote the historical 

provenance of Third Cinema, as well as other practices of what today are called “non-

Western” or “global” cinema. I am using the term Third World precisely for the manner 

in which it signals a historical moment (the Tricontinental Revolution, the wave of essay-

manifestos on film) and the importance of anti-colonial discourse for the development of 

Third Cinema. “Third World film” includes those film practices contemporaneous to 

Third Cinema that have historically been excluded from theorizations of the term (such as 

the Iranian New Wave), in no small part due to Third Cinema’s own exclusion from 

disciplinary canons. Ahmad criticizes Jameson for attempting to use what he dubs a 

polemical term (Third World) in a theoretical manner when there is no basis for doing so. 

In fact, it should be pointed out that Jameson doesn’t need to define the Third World in 

terms of its experience of colonialism when, as Ania Loomba points out, the term “Third 

World” already specifies a relation constituted entirely by the colonial experience.100 It is 
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at the juncture of the term “Third World” and the universalizing impulse of Jameson’s 

claim that I believe the debates on Third Cinema provide important insights into the 

Jameson/Ahmad debate. Jim Pines notes that within the practice of Third World/Third 

Cinema theory and criticism, “there was nevertheless always the danger that we might 

fall into the trap of ‘Third Worldism’ or Third World essentialism.”101 But Pines then 

suggests “this trap had already been set up by the particular history of ‘Third Cinema,’ 

and by the nature of the debate itself.”102 His choice of the word “trap” implies a limit to 

what Third Cinema can theorize, precisely because, as Pines implies, it emerged from a 

desire to articulate historical, cultural, and linguistic specificity, a specificity that, for 

better or worse, takes place under the sign of national culture.  

 While there have been attempts to “globalize” Third Cinema into a theory of 

Third World film, such as in the work of Teshome Gabriel and Mike Wayne, still others 

insist that the adherence to nationalism must be overcome in order to expand Third 

Cinema.103 For example, Robert Stam argues: 

  But if the nationalist discourse of the 1960s drew sharp lines   
  between First World and Third World, oppressor and oppressed,   
  post-nationalist discourse replaces such binarisms with a more   
  nuanced spectrum of subtle differentiations, in a new global regime  
  where First World and Third World are mutually imbricated.104 
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Likewise, Ella Shohat argues that the term “post-Third-Worldist” might function as a 

way to overcome the ideology of Third Worldism: 

  Whereas the term “postcolonial” implies a movement beyond anti-   
  colonial nationalist ideology and a movement beyond a specific   
  point of colonial history, post-Third-Worldism conveys a movement  
  “beyond” a specific ideology – Third-Worldist nationalism. A post- 
  Third-Worldist perspective assumes the fundamental validity of the  
  anti-colonial movement, but also interrogates the fissures that rend   
  the Third-World nation.105  
 
In some respects, these scholars are thinking through the transformation of Third Cinema 

and Third Worldist culture for our contemporary moment, thus recognizing the 

importance of terms such as hybridity, transnationalism, and postcoloniality as ones that 

have dislodged the clunky anachronism of “Third World.”106 But the “Third World” 

remains a vital term with which to think through the historical moment I am describing, 

not only because it is the concept through which it thinks itself (i.e., the Tricontinental 

movement does indeed valorize the Third World in a manner similar to Third Cinema’s 

notion of turning weakness into strength, as found in Glauber Rocha’s 1968 essay “An 

Aesthetic of Hunger”), but also because it describes a historical moment (the era of 

decolonization) in which the nation-state and nationalism were immensely important 

constructs and structures, even if they were, to degrees, eroded and/or left in the 

theoretical dust. Jameson too is looking at this historical moment (for example in his 
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discussion of Ousmane Sembene’s Xala, a text that engages quite explicitly with the 

specter of the postcolonial nation while also deftly critiquing its shortcomings and 

exclusions, and, furthermore, writing the personal struggle of the protagonist onto the 

nation). Certainly in the case of Iran, as I discuss throughout the dissertation, nationalism 

was both something that intellectuals and artists cathected to in the 1960s and 1970s, 

while also thinking past it, e.g., Farrokhzad’s The House is Black. In his critique of 

Jameson’s emphasis on the nation, Ahmad suggests that Jameson is wrong to insist that 

the national experience is central to the cognitive formation of the Third World 

intellectual, and from there to suggest that this experience always takes the form of 

national allegory.107 But it would seem that Jameson’s privileging of the national 

experience roots his discourse of Third World literature firmly within anti-colonial 

discourse, and it might be said that for the same reasons scholars such as Stam and 

Shohat want to move “beyond” Third Worldism has to do with this seemingly 

anachronistic essentialization, or put differently, anti-colonial discourse above all else.  

 Without attempting to put forward an argument about the expansiveness of 

Jameson’s argument (“all Third World texts” rhetorically invites that challenge, to which 

Ahmad and others have responded), I explore the question of national allegory 

throughout the dissertation, particularly as it appears in the so-called Third World in its 

relation to what he calls a “western machinery of representation.” While Jameson focuses 

on the novel, I extend this discussion to film. The impression of film as medium “of” the 

West is particularly important for Iran because the question of modernity and 
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modernization has been deeply intertwined with the advent of cinema and the specter of 

the culture industry. The Iranian New Wave’s use of the Third Cinema practices of using 

an individual story to expand onto a larger problem is also an apt demonstration of 

Jameson’s assertion that “third-world national allegories are conscious and overt: they 

imply a radically different and objective relationship of politics to libidinal dynamics.”108 

 

 

Intermediality 

 The concept of intermediality, broadly understood as a term for the various 

phenomena that occur between media, has become increasingly important to cinema and 

media studies over the last decade. Although there are a number of different modes in 

which intermediality is understood (some take it to be a condition and draw from 

Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism, or from Julia Kristeva’s work on intertextuality, while 

others describe various forms of intermediality such as transmedial, discursive, 

transformative, ontological, etc.), my use of this term owes much to Jay David Bolter and 

David Grusin’s concept of “remediation.” In their view, “all mediation is remediation,” 

thus constituting intermediality as a condition for understanding all media.109 I argue that, 

understood in this way, intermediality is important to the specific articulation of 

oppositionality offered by the Iranian New Wave. In each chapter of the dissertation, I 

discuss a different instance of intermediality. In Chapter One, I look at the incorporation 
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of modern Persian poetry into cinema as a form of art. Chapter Two examines the use of 

intermediality between film, photography, and to a lesser extent theater and writing. In 

the first half of Chapter Three, I examine how intermediality occurs at the thematic level, 

with the emergence of television and the pressures it places on the cinematic form. 

Writing is also prevalent as a thematic issue and one that (through sound, dream, and 

memory) is woven into the film frame. The second half of Chapter Three begins an initial 

exploration of Persian miniature painting as an intermedial form present in New Wave 

films. I develop this idea more fully in Chapter Four, where I discuss both Persian 

miniature painting and classical Persian poetry. Throughout the dissertation, I 

demonstrate how intermediality is the form through which the New Wave articulates an 

alternative national project. I argue that New Wave films incorporate and remediate 

poetry, photography, and Islamic miniatures, as a way to re-signify icons central to the 

formation of the Iranian nation. This re-signification produces an alternative vision of 

Iranian community as a collection of heterogeneous identities, goals, and desires that 

exceeds narrow conceptions of the “nation,” which have dominated the study of non-

Western cinemas. The re-signification is also an important dimension of the New Wave’s 

opposition to the “official arts culture” promulgated by the Pahlavi monarchy. 

 The history of pre-filmic media informs my reading of the New Wave as 

“intermedial,” though I do not treat the “pre-filmic” forms as precursors. In his discussion 

of the context of visuality and the codes of representation in Iran prior to the emergence 

of film, Dabashi discusses what he calls “audiovisual antecedents” to cinema such as 
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coffee house narrative paintings and Naqqali, or public storytelling.110 I argue that rather 

than remaining “antecedents” to cinema, non-filmic media in Iran prior to the advent of 

cinema have become folded into what is considered “cinematic” in the Iranian context.  

 Although intermediality is a term frequently employed within the field of media 

studies, its use in cinema studies remains somewhat unexamined. Yet, as Ágnes Pethö 

notes, “almost all essays dealing with the concept mention film as a possible field where 

intermediality can be observed.”111 One of the reasons why intermediality might be left 

out of much current film theory might have to do with two related notions: the first is it 

might be thought to be too interdisciplinary and thus discordant with medium specific 

studies of film; the second is the close proximity that the term intermediality seems to 

have with the field of media studies. However, a closer look at how intermediality itself 

is theorized reveals that its own conceptual history can be traced through what we call 

cinema studies, albeit under different names at different historical moments. One broad 

way in which to understand intermediality is “as the social and cultural relationships in 

which different media are articulated in relation to and exercise power over one 

another.”112  For this reason, I prefer the term intermediality, with its emphasis on how 

these relationships are articulated and re-defined over time, versus the term 

“convergence,” which is more familiar to digital and new media studies and as the term 
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suggests, emphasizes the coming together of different media into one.113 The concept of 

intermediality actually helps us to close in on cinema’s medium specificity by 

highlighting the at times antagonistic relationship cinema has with other media.114 As 

Henkman argues, “the concept of intermediality pays more attention to the continuity of 

media forms and to the articulation and re-articulation of media through changing social 

and cultural contexts.”115 A good example of this can be found within the history of 

Iranian cinema, in the historical juxtaposition of the New Poetry movement and the New 

Wave. As I discussed earlier, when the New Wave emerged, cinema occupied a peculiar 

status in Iranian society. On the one hand, it was seen as a low art characterized by its 

mass quality. On the other hand, there was clearly something significant about the form, 

since it was also understood to pose a real threat to local aesthetic traditions. However, in 

the encounter with poetry—specifically the modern Persian New Poetry movement—that 

we see at the beginning of the New Wave (in The House is Black but also in some of the 

documentaries produced by the Golestan Film Workshop), cinema was elevated to the 

realm of art. Likewise, through its collision with this emerging, oppositional cinematic 

movement, I would suggest that New Poetry reached its apotheosis. It was already 

breaking with classical Persian poetry by using colloquial language and themes of social 
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protest, but it had in no way yet reached the vernacular status of classical Persian poetry. 

Thus the use of intermediality as a theory allows us to read the changes in the status of 

different media in a given historical moment, as well as to analyze the particularity of a 

historical conjuncture. 

 Pethö argues that theorists of cinema have long used the method of making 

analogies with other art forms in order to describe the “essence” of cinema. She cites 

Sergei Eisenstein’s description of montage as “music to the eyes,” his use of words such 

as “tonal” to describe montage, as well as his interest in the synesthetic nature and 

experience of cinema.116 These types of discussions of cinema, Pethö argues, are an 

intermedial example of a concept more familiar to convergence theory, that of 

remediation, as described by Bolter and Grusin. Bolter and Grusin define remediation 

simply as the structural incorporation of media forms into others.117 This process is one 

of both absorption and transformation, and is key to the manner in which cinema is able 

to repurpose different arts in order to specify itself.  

 Intermediality is not only useful for the manner in which it allows us to examine 

the historical conjuncture of cinema with other arts, but also for the manner in which it 

offers the possibility of a reflexive viewing experience through the presence of what 

Joachim Paech calls the “parasitic third:” 

  The only possibility to, as it were, reach the medium behind the form  
  consists in self-observation of the observation and the re-entry of the  
  medium as form or as a back link, in which mediality as the constitutive  
  difference in the oscillation between medium and form becomes   
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  observable as the ‘parasitic third,’ whose background noise renders the  
  event of the difference, thus, the message, perceptible and    
  comprehensible.118 

This notion of intermediality as the reflexive experience of a “parasitic third” is 

irresistible both for the connotation of the “thirdness” of Third Cinema, as well as the 

way it invokes the estrangement or alienation produced by the kind of counter-cinema to 

which the New Wave practitioners were committed.119 Yet it is precisely on this matter of 

estrangement and alienation that I depart from Paech’s emphasis on the perceptible and 

the comprehensible. As I will demonstrate in Chapter Two and Three, it is in the refusal 

of the logic of the comprehensible that filmmakers such as Rahnema and Kimiavi set up a 

specifically Iranian counter-cinema. In other words, the “background noise” is 

foregrounded for a different comprehensibility. The fact that this counter-cinema also 

happens to be the first cinema in Iran that can be called properly “national” is partly what 

makes the Iranian New Wave such a rich terrain for study.  

Organization of the dissertation  

 This dissertation consists of four chapters, each examining the question of the 

development of a new cinema in Iran and the degree to which this new cinema, using the 

strategy of intermediality and facing the issue of collectivity, was related to an alternative 

national project. In turning to textually obtuse films and emphasizing their global 

significance, this dissertation resists easy narratives about the development of Iranian 
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cinema and seeks to expose what those narratives often obscure: a feminist poetics and 

politics; a complicated relationship between aesthetics and politics; an alternative cinema 

forged on film language; and the necessity to think beyond pre- and post-revolutionary 

paradigms. The development of a new film form went hand in hand with the pursuit of a 

new basis for collectivity, which is explored differently in each of the films that I 

analyze. 

 In Chapter One, I argue that The House is Black (1962), an experimental short 

made by the poet Forough Farrokhzad is the first New Wave film. Through an 

exploration of the film’s development of what Pier Paolo Pasolini describes as the 

“cinema of poetry,” I argue that The House is Black developed a new form that projected 

a new set of social relations. The film is responsible for much of what would later be 

described as the defining characteristics of Iranian art cinema.  

 Chapter Two builds on the genealogy set by naming The House is Black as the 

first New Wave film. In this chapter, I analyze Ferydoun Rahnema’s The Son of Iran Has 

No News From His Mother (1976) as an example of an attempt to build a national cinema 

that is at root oppositional in its use of strategies of estrangement and its foregrounding of 

the dubious nature of nationalism. By following The House is Black with The Son of Iran, 

I weave threads of affiliation between the varied strands of pre-revolutionary Iranian 

cinema, putting them in conversation and strengthening the already existing affinities 

present in these works.  

 Chapter Three explores two films. The first, The Mongols (1973), is very similar 

to The Son of Iran in its use of a highly heterogeneous film structure that produces an 
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alienating effect on the viewer. The film relies heavily on the dream sequence and the 

notion of illusion in order to illustrate the dilemma of creating art with and through a 

larger collective struggle. The second half of the chapter examines the rare feminist film 

The Sealed Soil (1977). I argue that this film presents a formal politics of refusal that is 

exemplified by the camera’s “distanced look.” Through an examination of this strategy, I 

argue that the alleged rupture between the film language prior to 1979 and the language 

that followed after is a rather arbitrary division.  

 My discussion of The Sealed Soil is a bridge to Chapter Four, which examines the 

consequences of my reading of the New Wave for our understanding of post-

revolutionary Iranian cinema. In this chapter, I analyze films by two of the most 

renowned post-revolutionary filmmakers, Abbas Kiarostami (Shirin, 2008) and Jafar 

Panahi (The Mirror, 1997). My readings of these films posit that the trope of collectivity 

and the device of intermediality continue well past 1979 and demonstrate that the 

alternative national project of the New Wave is an ongoing and unfinished process.  

 In the conclusion to the dissertation, I further consider the legacy of the New 

Wave in contemporary Iranian cinema by exploring a film-essay, Blames and Flames 

(2011), by the filmmaker Mohammadreza Farzad. Starting with the phenomenon of 

burned cinemas that began with the Cinema Rex fire, this film-essay explores the 

relationship between images from New Wave films and images from news footage of 

revolutionary action in the years 1978-1979. The film questions whether Iran’s 

understanding of itself as a collectivity, as well as its notion of its own national cinema, 

comes from this cinematic legacy or from political struggle. Through experimental 
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montage, the film suggests that the two are impossible to separate. I argue that Blames 

and Flames aptly demonstrates how and why the Iranian New Wave is part of the 

historical radical film movement that took place across the Third World in the 1960s and 

1970s. The film is also an example of the legacy of the New Wave. Through its 

examination of the unfinished business of both the New Wave and the Iranian 

Revolution, it boldly suggests that the task of political filmmaking in Iran (and 

elsewhere) is an ongoing process.  
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Chapter One 

 

 

 

A New Form for a New People:  
Forough Farrokhzad’s The House is Black  

and the Emergence of the Iranian New Wave 
 

 

The 1962 experimental Iranian New Wave film The House is Black (Khaneh siah ast), 

directed by the feminist poet Forough Farrokhzad, is often cited by critics and scholars as 

one of the most important Iranian films; yet there exist very few analyses that support or 

interrogate this claim. The film is invariably lauded for its poetic qualities and its 

engagement with “radical humanism,” but it is bypassed in discussions that cite Dariush 

Mehrjui’s well-known realist film The Cow (Gav, 1968) as the first instance of the 

Iranian New Wave. These subtle resistances to The House is Black are due in part to its 

unsettling of generic boundaries; using jarring juxtapositions of sound and image and 

with a general disregard for continuity, it is far removed from the style of the state-funded 

documentaries of the time, which largely rely on conventional pairings of voiceover and 

image, and on an ethnographic approach to social actors. Nor does the film have much in 

common stylistically with the domestic narrative cinema of the time—filmfarsi, which 

was largely derivative of Hollywood and Indian commercial cinema. Made six years 

prior to what is commonly seen as the beginning of the Iranian New Wave, The House is 

Black heralded an unprecedented new form, one that would come to dominate the 



   

 65 

dissident movement from which it has been routinely excluded. This new form projected 

a new set of social relations. To give specificity to this idea, I focus on the film’s 

construction of collectivity through the “poetic,” which is established primarily via the 

presence of Farrokhzad’s off screen voice. The question of the voice in The House is 

Black hinges on how Farrokhzad’s presence (as voice) effaces her authorial presence in 

the text, creating a duet of image and sound, and of filmmaker and subject. Far from 

functioning as a simple allegory of the nation, The House is Black imagines a collectivity 

that is yet to come.120 

 Shot on location at the Bababaghi leper colony near Tabriz, in northwestern Iran, 

The House is Black is a black-and-white short (20 minutes) that was partially sponsored 

by the Society for Assisting Lepers (Anjomane Komak be Jozamian). This institutional 

connection is belied by the film’s impressionistic and experimental style, which, although 

replete with images of daily life at the leper colony, contains only a brief educational 

segment “about” leprosy. Images of children playing, communal mealtime, times of 

worship at the on-site mosque, and the dispensing of medicine are accompanied by a 

sound track that alternates between Farrokhzad’s voiceover, reading her own poetry, as 

well as verses from the Quran and the Hebrew Bible, and the voice of a male narrator 

(Ebrahim Golestan) who speaks briefly about the film and its objectives, and discusses 

leprosy in clinical terms. The film relies on an excessive use of rapid montage sequences 

                                            
120 For allegorical readings of The House is Black, see Hamid Dabashi, Master and 
Masterpieces of Iranian and Nasrin Rahimieh, “Capturing the Abject of the Nation in The 
House is Black.” Forough Farrokhzad, Poet of Modern Iran: Iconic Woman and 
Feminine Pioneer of New Persian Poetry. Eds. Dominic Parviz Brookshaw and Nasrin 
Rahimieh. London: I.B. Tauris, 2010: 125-160. 
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featuring close-ups of faces, diseased body parts, animals living on the colony ground, 

and various flora; jump cuts emphasize dissension between sound and image. At every 

turn, the film displays its interest in its own formal experimentation, with little concern 

for an expository treatment of leprosy or life in the leper colony. For example, a 

compelling sequence at a wedding taking place at the colony explores rhythm by 

matching the speed of the montage with the tempo of the hand drumming of musicians at 

the wedding. The result is a dizzying sequence that suggestively correlates the effect of 

the montage on the spectator with the affective timidity of the bride and groom, who 

become minor elements in this rhythmic play.  

 The distance between the observational mode of documentary, a cinéma vérité 

ethos, and the free form associative experimentation of The House is Black, combined 

with the film’s ostensible subject matter – leprosy – helps explain the paradox of the 

film’s central/marginalized position in histories of Iranian cinema. It is partly the 

uneasiness over style and genre that has led The House is Black to occupy a strange 

position within studies of Iranian cinema. For example, in Close-Up: Iranian Cinema 

Past, Present, and Future, Hamid Dabashi states that The House is Black “must be 

considered by far the most significant film of the early 1960s, a film that with its poetic 

treatment of leprosy anticipated much that was to following Iranian cinema of the 1980s 

and 1990s,” and “a brilliant film inaugurating contemporary cinema.”121 Yet there is no 

further mention of the film in a book that devotes chapters to individual prominent 

filmmakers, as well as to women’s contributions to cinema. The singularity of The House 

                                            
121 Dabashi, Close-Up, 26-7, 222. 
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is Black is recognized by film historian M. Ali Issari, who declares it one of the most 

important films out of a group of Iranian documentaries that received international 

acclaim in the 1960s and 1970s.122 But the film’s distinct style also often results in its 

dismissal. Hamid Naficy argues that despite the film’s compelling experiment with 

poetry, it “suffers from heavy-handedness, particularly in the contrapuntal uses of sound 

and image.”123 Likewise, in a recent anthology on Iranian cinema Parviz Jahed cites The 

House is Black and Golestan’s A Fire (edited by Farrokhzad) as possessing a “narrative 

style and controversial nature” that made the films difficult to understand and that 

resulted in poor domestic reception.124 These select responses convey that The House is 

Black must be contended with, precisely because it is an object that is obscured despite its 

widespread recognition. Furthermore, these perfunctory references are particularly 

perplexing given the history of women’s involvement in Iranian cinema. Prior to 1979, 

there were very few films made by women. Farrokhzad was the second women to make a 

film in Iran, following Shahla Riahi, who directed, produced, and starred in the 1956 

feature film, Marjan. After Farrokhzad, there would only be two other female filmmakers 

in the period prior to the Revolution: Marva Nabili, who directed the New Wave film 

                                            
122 Issari, Cinema in Iran, 190. It is important to note that Issari cites The House is Black 
together with the work of Fereydoun Rahnema, an implicit acknowledgement of their 
shared identity as part of the more radical elements of the New Wave. 
123 Naficy, A Social History, Volume 2, 84.  
124 Jahed suggests that domestic film audiences who were accustomed to the commercial 
filmfarsi, a collection of melodramatic genre movies, could not understand the highly 
stylized films of the GFW. Jahed, “The Forerunners of the New Wave,” 86. 
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Khake Sar beh Morh /The Sealed Soil in 1977 (which I discuss in chapter four) and 

Kobra Saidi, director of Maryam va Mani/Maryam and Mani (1979).125 

 The House is Black first screened at Sa’adi Cinema in Tehran to critical praise, 

though a few critics did not find the film to be a great achievement. Naficy discusses how 

following the film’s official screening for Empress Farah and Princess Ashraf, it received 

a “royal seal of approval” and was acclaimed in intellectual circles for being a “powerful 

plea for understanding lepers.”126 The film went on to win the top prize at the Oberhausen 

Short Film Festival in 1962, where it had its international premiere. In the late 1970s and 

into the establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran, darker readings of the film 

emerged, seeing the film as a treatise on the diseased state of the nation. More recently, 

the film has once again received international attention due to its afterlife in DVD 

circulation – a Facets DVD was released in 2005 and includes a translation of a short 

article on the film, by Chris Marker, originally published in the journal Cinéma. The film 

has also become visible to those interested in non-Western experimental cinema through 

a collaboration between Bidoun magazine and Ubu Web. Finally, The House is Black has 

                                            
125 Following the establishment of Iran as the Islamic Republic of Iran, the newly formed 
Ministry of Culture and Guidance, along with institutions such as the Farabi Film 
Foundation, facilitated the unprecedented participation of women in film production. Not 
only did the work of prominent filmmakers like Rakhshan Bani-Etemad and Tahmineh 
Milani become synonymous with the “New Iranian Cinema” but also there emerged an 
enduring scholarly interest in the problem of “woman” under the regime’s newly 
established guidelines for representation. The unanticipated combination of women’s 
increased participation in the labor of film production with new limits on how and when 
women were represented produced challenges for filmmakers but also created new 
productive problems for writing Iran’s cinematic history. 
126 Naficy, A Social History,Volume 2: 87. 
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received new attention as part of a British Film Institute exhibition on the essay film in 

2013, raising further questions on the film’s genre.127 

 In the discursive context of Iranian cinema in the early 1960s, it was not yet 

possible to speak of The House is Black in experimental terms. And, I would argue, this 

continues to be the case in the context of contemporary scholarly work on Iranian 

cinema. The question of the film’s legibility offers important insights into the film’s 

exclusion from serious studies of Iranian cinema, while also troubling what is routinely 

included and excluded from the conception of national cinema. The House is Black is 

both the main victim and an excellent case study of a curious paradox at play in the 

historiography of pre-1979 Iranian cinema. While Farrokhzad’s work (both in The House 

is Black and Yek Atash/A Fire, 1961) is recognized as the first instance of what is referred 

to as poetic realism, critics and scholars unanimously agree that it is Mehrjui’s The Cow 

that is in fact the first New Wave film. Yet despite the New Wave often being 

characterized as wholly a movement of poetic realism, The Cow shares very little with 

The House is Black.  Indeed, the success of Mehrjui’s film seems to stem from the 

perception that it satiated a longstanding desire for realism. Naficy alludes to this 

possibility when he attributes the importance of The Cow to its coinciding with the 

pressing political issues of the time: 

  This film, both funded by and then banned for one year by the   
  Ministry of Culture and Art, tells the story of a farmer who loses   
  his cow, which is the sole source of his livelihood and of the   
  village’s milk, and then begins to embody the animal in spirit   

                                            
127See  
http://www.bfi.org.uk/news-opinion/sight-sound-magazine/features/deep-focus/essay-
film 
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  and body. Its focus on villagers was regarded as a return to    
  Iran’s roots in a different genre from the urban tough films’   
  return to the authentic bedrock of Iranian society and    
  psychology. The Cow’s honest treatment and truthful portrayal   
  of village life using a spare if somewhat primitive realistic style   
  was regarded as a breath of fresh air, linking it to the Italian   
  neorealist cinema. The powerful idea of a return to indigenous   
  roots was energized not only by foreign and domestic Marxist   
  thinkers, who interpreted this approach as a return to “the    
  people,” but also by contemporary intellectuals such as Jalal Al-  
  e Ahmad and Ali Shariati, who conceptualized the film as a   
  return to cultural and religious traditions.128  
 
Naficy’s use of the term “primitive realist style” touches on Jahed’s explanation of The 

House is Black’s allegedly minor status, which relies on assumptions about the viewing 

desires and cinematic fluency of Iranian film audiences. Attributing this desire for 

realism to a deep rift within Iranian society between so-called “intellectual culture” and 

“traditional society,” Jahed cites an astonishing domestic response to Golestan’s New 

Wave film Khesh va Ayneh/Mudbrick and Mirror (1965) from the film critic Parviz 

Davai, who writes: 

  No, Mr. Golestan! Our miserable and low-literate people, among   
  whom you have held up your nose and passed, don’t want a work   
  in the scales of Antonioni (at least not yet). If you make films for   
  these people, you should know them first […] Khesht va Ayneh   
  shows in every part that you don’t know them.129 
 
What these responses demonstrate is a strong resistance to the notion that art cinema, 

especially in its most stylized instances, can speak to pertinent questions that are assumed 

to be part of a national cinema’s political mandate. This kind of sentiment gets at the crux 

                                            
128 Hamid Naficy, “Neorealism Iranian Style.” Global Neorealism: The Transnational 
History of a Film Style. Ed. Saverio Giovacchini and Robert Sklar. Jackson: University 
Press of Mississippi, 2012: 228. 
129Quoted in Jahed, “The Forerunners of the New Wave,” 89. 
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of what, according to Rosalind Galt and Karl Schoonover, is one of art cinema’s reigning 

problematics: the tension between realism and modernism. Ultimately, they argue, art 

cinema operates in a dialectical manner, neither succumbing completely to realist 

tendencies nor giving up a modernist sensibility.130  By shifting the origin of the New 

Wave to The House is Black and away from Mehrjui’s The Cow, I contend that the 

experimental/non-narrative mode exemplified by The House is Black challenges the 

reigning discourses within which Iranian cinema has been understood, chiefly realism 

and narrative art cinema.  

 I have outlined the reactions to The House is Black within the context of work on 

Iranian art cinema, because, as mentioned above, the film’s peculiar fate bares the 

problems that stagnate the study of non-Western cinemas. The House is Black forces film 

scholars to think beyond the easy narratives of canon-building and national cinema 

formation. The film is a demand to re-examine tidy genre categories and their so-called 

ethical codes. Importantly, The House is Black raises these questions in the context of 

examining the status of political film. The House is Black emerged at a historical moment 

when it was not yet possible to understand its work as a film, that is, its commitment to 

articulating a different form of collectivity. Although the production of a dissident artistic 

and intellectual culture was in full swing following the Shah’s White Revolution, the 

longing for a national cinema that paralleled the post-1945 European national traditions 

in terms of autonomy and production made it difficult to embrace such a strange, small 

                                            
130Rosalind Galt and Karl Schoonover, “Introduction: The Impurity of Art Cinema,” in 
Global Art Cinema: New Theories and Histories, edited by Rosalind Galt and Karl 
Schoonover. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010: 17. 
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film. Thus in their attempts to write a national film history, scholars working on Iranian 

cinema have leaned heavily on a cluster of films made from 1969 (The Cow) onward, 

focusing on narrative feature length films made in the decade before the revolution, and 

calling only those films “New Wave.” Moreover, the fact that contemporary literature, 

with its sharp critique of the monarchy, played such an integral role in the 1970s cinema, 

made it irresistible for scholars to cite these later films as the first instances of opposition 

to filmfarsi. Finally, the ease with which the terms “poetic realism” is used in the analysis 

of Iranian cinema has led to a muddled understanding of the ways in which the pre-1979 

cinema is classified, understood, and put in relation to the cinema that followed. 

 

* * * 

 Despite general acclaim from scholars and critics, one of the common criticisms 

launched against Farrokhzad is the allegation that she staged pivotal scenes, such as the 

dialogue-filled classroom scenes at the beginning and end of the film. Because the notion 

of staging has long threatened the ideals of documentary’s relationship to pro-filmic 

reality, it is an easy target for the discomfort provoked by Farrokhzad’s “treatment” of 

leprosy. The shock of possibly staged scenes is evidence of resistance to the film’s 

pressure on generic expectations; the response suggests it is audacious to experiment with 

the subject of leprosy. Thus, the pressure the film puts on genre also amplifies an a priori 

unease with the subject matter (leprosy). But staging only gains importance in the debate 

over the film’s genre because it seems easily identifiable as a “problem,” one that is 



   

 73 

perhaps clearer to spot than the film’s other instances of creative construction.131 Put 

differently, The House is Black introduces to Iranian cinema one of the practices that 

would later be recognized as its hallmark: the subtle admixture of “fiction” and “non-

fiction.” Let us briefly entertain such a critique of the film. If “fiction” is evident in the 

film through the allegedly staged scenes, then the “fictional” also appears whenever we a) 

hear Farrokhzad’s voiceover reading a poem instead of diegetic sound, and b) when the 

“poetic” appears via framing, sound, point-of-view shots and other formal devices. 

Unlike the general commentary on the poetic as a quality of the film, I consider the poetic 

an instance of intervention, or politics in form: she must stage what does not yet exist. 

Thus, it is likely that what makes the classroom scenes seem staged is the extraordinary 

poignancy of the dialogue. When the teacher points to a student and plainly says, “You, 

name a few beautiful things,” the pathos of the student’s response is almost impossible to 

believe: “The moon, the sun, flowers, playing” [Figure 1].   

 
Figure 1: Two stills from The House is Black 
 

                                            
131 Naficy argues that the seemingly staged scenes in The House is Black are problematic 
for “reducing the documentary authenticity of the whole film project.” Naficy, A Social 
History, Volume 2: 85. 
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 The film’s most provocative formal attribute is the pairing of poetry and film. It is 

not the presence of poetry in the film that is a point of provocation – after all, Farrokhzad 

is arguably the most important modern Iranian poet – but rather the manner in which the 

film exemplifies what Pier Paolo Pasolini has termed the “cinema of poetry,” or the 

poetic language through which cinema is politicized.132 The question of collectivity 

overlaps with the production, concept, and aesthetic of The House is Black. The film was 

born of a collective work environment and it projects a new relationality for collectivity 

that is inscribed in the formal encounter between the filmmaker and her subject. This 

latter dimension of collectivity is articulated in the disjointed relationship of sound and 

image, which emphasizes the collective enunciation (from the filmmaker and the subjects 

of the film) that constitute the film. As for the former dimension of collectivity, the 

Golestan Film Workshop (GFW), a semi-independent and collaborative studio where 

Farrokhzad worked as an editor, produced The House is Black. The collaborative and 

intermedial environment of the GFW is key to understanding both The House is Black 

and the broader arts culture within which the Iranian New Wave emerged.133 The GFW 

was under the direction of the writer and filmmaker Ebrahim Golestan. Farrokhzad’s 

vision of the structural incorporation of poetry into film—evidenced by the rhythm of her 

montage and her approach to the relation between sound and image—was formative for 

the GFW poetic documentaries. From 1958 to 1961 Farrokhzad edited A Fire (Yek Atash, 

                                            
132 In the process of revising this chapter, I had the opportunity to read an article that 
takes up Pasolini’s essay in relation to Mehrjui’s The Cow. See Richard Gabri, 
“Recognizing the Unrecognizable in Dariush Mehrjui’s Gav.” Cinema Journal 54.2 
(Winter 2015): 49-71. 
133 For more on the GFW, see Hamid Naficy, A Social History, Volume 2,79. 
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1961), co-directed and edited Water and Heat (Ab va Garma, 1961), and directed and 

edited an episode of a six-part documentary series titled A View (Cheshmandaz), about 

the working conditions of oil field employees in southern Iran.134 While The House is 

Black has a distinct rhythmic quality that can be detected in these others films, it is much 

more an articulation of a personal vision through a particular subject (leprosy) rather than 

an exploration of the subject itself. 

 Despite its seemingly self-referential experimentation, The House is Black 

acknowledges the specificity of the leper colony in its opening, when the male voiceover 

states “what you are about to see is a vision of ugliness...” This is an acknowledgement of 

the historical treatment of the leper body: it was met with fear and repulsion—responses 

that resulted in the condemnation of leprosy to a state of exile, the colony as it were. The 

history of leprosy in Iran is one marked by estrangement and separation, with lepers 

forced to live in colonies.135 The Bababaghi leprosarium was created as a self-contained 

village, suggesting an attempt to draw attention away from the continued expulsion of 

lepers from Iranian towns and cities well into the twenty-first century by mimicking a 

town structure. The notion that undesirable bodies could be separated from the national 

collective is one that Farrokhzad interrogates through her de facto rejection of this 

                                            
134 While conducting research at the archive of the Oberhausen International Short Film 
Festival, I also found evidence of Farrokhzad’s rarely seen final film Kayhan (1962), a 
short documentary about a newspaper.  
135 See Mohammad Hossein Azizi and Moslem Bahadori, “A History of Leprosy in Iran 
during the 19th and 20th Centuries,” Archives of Iranian Medicine 14.6 (November 2011): 
425-30. Likewise, the notion of the leper body as a symbol for various figures of alterity 
has been widely discussed in histories of Western Europe. See Michel Foucault, 
Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. Trans. Alan Sheridan. New York: 
Pantheon, 1977.  
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separation. That the film is less a treatise on the humanity of lepers (possibly the desire of 

its sponsor) than an experiment with film form and the form of a to-be collective suggests 

that the specificity of the leper colony as a space is key to imagining a new collectivity.   

Farrokhzad and the Question of the Voice 

The presence of Farrokhzad’s off screen voice in The House is Black is pivotal for the 

film’s exploration of “the cinema of poetry.” To understand what is ultimately a 

triangulation of voices (Farrokhzad the poet/Farrokhzad as a speaker in the film/the male 

narrator of the film), it is necessary to ask: what was Farrokhzad’s “voice” in her poetry? 

By the time she made The House is Black in 1962, Farrokhzad already published her third 

collection of poetry, Rebellion (Esian, 1958). She was a leading practitioner of the New 

Poetry (shehr-e no) movement, which exhibited a new subjective voice, focused on urban 

life, and positioned the poet as prophet.136 Her poetry was lauded for the manner in which 

it employed the newly emerged subjective voice in the context of controversial material 

such as the senses, sexuality, and women’s experiences. She was herself a controversial 

figure in Iranian society, often the subject of gossip that focused on speculations 

regarding her romantic life—a trend that also influenced the reception and analysis of her 

poems. During the height of her fame, she was hospitalized for a nervous condition, had a 

public divorce during which she lost custody of her son, and was linked romantically to 

Golestan. These events and the fervor with which they were discussed sometimes caused 

Farrokhzad’s achievements as a poet to be met with skepticism; much of the criticism of 

                                            
136 For more on Farrokhzad’s biography and an overview of her poetry, see Michael 
Hillman, A Lonely Woman: Forough Farrokhzad and her Poetry. Washington: Three 
Continents, 1987. 
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her work was generated in this atmosphere. Farzaneh Milani writes, “Many translated and 

still translate her search for autonomy, growth, and love into predominantly sexual 

terms.”137 Farrokhzad’s biographical details are crucial to understand her status in Iranian 

cultural history and, more importantly, to discerning how one of the voices in the film – 

Farrokhzad the historical figure – participates in the construction of a collectivity to 

come. In other words, there are multiple specificities related to Farrokhzad as a historical 

figure that determine the politicized new cinematic form inaugurated by The House is 

Black.  

 Not only did the speculations about Farrokhzad’s personal life paint much of her 

poetry in sexual terms, but these types of readings in some sense also separate 

Farrokhzad from her contemporaries. Because her early collections of poetry postulated a 

subjective, sensual voice, many critics have not attributed to her work the social 

consciousness that is generally identified as a feature of mid-twentieth century Persian 

poetry. However, not all readings of Farrokhzad’s poetry conform to this idea. 

Farrokhzad’s later collections of poetry, especially Another Birth (Tavallodi Digar, 1963) 

demonstrate a direct engagement and critique of Pahlavi society, whereas her earlier 

work focused on the emergence of the individual voice. In the later poems, the individual 

voice undergoes a transformation, articulating itself in relation with a broader collectivity 

by criticizing the Iranian nation-state.138 As Milani suggests, her body of work viewed 

                                            
137 Farzaneh Milani, Veils and Words: The Emerging Voices of Iranian Women Writers. 
Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1992: 132. 
138 See analyses of her later poems, such as “I Pity the Garden” (Delam baraye baghche 
misuzad) in Marta Simidchieva, “Three Songs for Iran: Gender and Social Commitment 
in the Poetry of Parvin E’tesami, Forugh Farrokhzad, and Simin Behbahani.” Persian 
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together is a “chronicle of an evolving consciousness,” one very much in line with the use 

of poetry as a platform for social protest.139 In the 1960s, this social protest often took the 

form of criticism against Mohammad Reza Shah’s regime. Accordingly, newer readings 

of Farrokhzad’s poetry suggest that her interest in collectivity can be linked to her 

concerns over the civil unrest of the early 1960s.140 Questions of collectivity in The 

House is Black correlate with themes in Farrokhzad’s poetry as well as with broader 

political and intellectual debates in 1960s Iran. 

 There are two aspects of Iranian culture in the 1960s and 1970s crucial for 

understanding the historical emergence of The House is Black in relation to Farrokhzad’s 

poetry. The first is the general intellectual scene and the second is the prevalence of the 

national question in both politics and cultural production. My use of the word intellectual 

to describe a general mode of dissident artistic production draws on Mehrzad 

Boroujerdi’s discussion of the etymology of the Persian word rowshanfekr, or 

intellectual. According to Boroujerdi, the Iranian Academy coined this term in the early 

                                                                                                                                  
Language, Literature, and Culture: New Leaves, Fresh Looks. Ed. Kamran Talattof. 
London: Routledge, 2015: 48-79; and Ahmad Karimi-Hakkak, “Introduction,” An 
Anthology of Modern Persian Poetry. Ed. and Trans. Ahmad Karimi-Hakkak. Boulder, 
CO: Westview Press, 1978:18. I will note that the tendency in some phases of Iranian 
literary criticism to dissociate feminist writing from political writing (i.e., to arbitrarily 
classify and divide the two) might be part of the problem in the reception and analysis of 
Farrokhzad’s (and other women’s) work.  
139 Milani, Veils and Words, 136. 
140 See Simidchieva, “Three Songs for Iran,” and Kamran Talattof, “Personal Rebellion 
and Social Revolt in the Works of Forugh Farrokhzad: Challenging the Assumptions.” 
Forugh Farrokhzad, Poet of Modern Iran: Iconic Woman and Feminine Pioneer of New 
Persian Poetry. Eds. Dominic Parviz Brookshaw and Nasrin Rahimieh. London: I.B. 
Tauris, 2010: 83-99. 
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1940s as a replacement for monavvorolfekr, a word with Arabic provenance. 141 

Rowshanfekr can be understood similarly to the Russian word intelligentsia, a term used 

to describe a class of Tsarist elites educated in Europe and committed to acting as 

revolutionary agents of cultural transformation. Boroujerdi suggests that the use of 

rowshanfekr in Iran relied on “this Russian definition of the intellectuals as agents of 

progressive and radical change.”142 Thus the word that is used to describe an individual 

committed to social change already carries within in, via a negation, one change that 

reflects the nationalist preoccupation: the reliance on Persian roots versus Arabic. 

Following the CIA and British-led coup d’état against Prime Minister Mohammad 

Mossadegh in 1953 and the White Revolution a decade later, Iranian artists, intellectuals, 

and students became central forces in the opposition toward the monarchical regime. Jalal 

Al-e Ahmad’s widely influential monograph, Gharbzadegi (1962), translated as 

“Occidentosis” or “Westoxification,” set the tone for a majority of the intellectual debates 

with its characterization of a diseased nation rotting from the inside out. Boroujerdi 

argues that by putting the question of national and ethnic identity on the political agenda, 

Al-e Ahmad “enunciated a nativistic alternative to the universalism of the Iranian Left 

that had been so popular in the previous decade.”143 The language with which Al-e 

Ahmad conveyed these ideas is analogous to the fervor of the nationalist imperative and 

echoes the decolonization movements across the “Third World”:  

                                            
141 Mehrzad Boroujerdi, Iranian Intellectuals and the West: The Tormented Triumph of 
Nativism. Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1996: 22. 
142 Boroujerdi, Iranian Intellectuals, 23. 
143 Ibid., 67-8. 
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  We have been unable to preserve our own historico-cultural   
  character in the face of the machine and its fateful     
  onslaught…So long as we do not comprehend the real essence,   
  basis, and philosophy of Western civilization, only aping the   
  West outwardly and formally (by consuming its machines), we   
  shall be like the ass going about in a lion’s skin.144 
 
Crucially, cinema was often perceived as the form taken by this Western machinery that 

is so easily consumed and repeated. The notion of cinema as the epitome of a poisonous 

Western machinery rippled throughout the 1960s and well into the late 1970s, when it 

became a rallying cry for the more reactionary elements of the lead up to the Iranian 

Revolution. Not only was cinema pointed to for its propagation of Western ideologies 

(and thus also for its role in the devaluation of so-called traditional culture), but there 

were a number of cinemas set on fire across the country, leading to several years without 

the production, distribution or exhibition of films.145 

 Concurrent with this nativist development in Iranian political thought, writers and 

poets used literature as an instrument of social transformation. The work of the prominent 

dissident writers also represents a political and formal transformation of literature. Many 

of the stories and poems that either provided inspiration for Iranian films and/or were 

adapted into screenplays dealt, implicitly or explicitly, with the tyrannical presence of a 

regime that yielded to imperialist power while demanding a modernized society at any 

cost. Following the massive student movements in the 1950s, various subgroups within 

Tehran’s literary scene began organizing themselves around closely related political 

                                            
144 Al-e Ahmad, Occidentosis, 31. 
145 For more on the cinema fires, see the introduction of this dissertation, as well as 
Naficy, A Social History, Volume 2. See also the film-essay Blames and Flames 
(Falgoosh, 2011) directed by Mohammadreza Farzad, which I discuss in the conclusion. 
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goals, recognizing the force of literature as a way to critique economic and social 

conditions and, ideally, as an instrument of social transformation. Among these writers, 

Mehdi Akhavan-Saless, Sadegh Chubak, Simin Daneshvar, Ahmad Shamlu, 

Gholamhossein Saedi, Samad Behrangi, and Farrokhzad herself are most important for 

their influence on cinema. Not only did the work of these writers represent, in differing 

ways, a political and formal transformation of literature, but it also served as an 

opposition to the university and high school curriculum that continued to emphasize 

classical literature and epic myths such as the Shahnameh.  

 Given this context of nationalist-minded fervor, it is not altogether surprising that 

scholars have read The House is Black allegorically. This reading generally occurs in one 

of two ways: the leper colony is read as an allegory of the nation or of its outside. For an 

example of the former, Dabashi states that the film is not a metaphor for the nation, but 

nevertheless describes the film in the following manner: “In the ravaged faces and bodies 

of the lepers, Farrokhzad saw the deranged layers of Iranian culture; for her they were a 

mirror of a brutalized society.”146 This reading suggests that the leper body represents for 

Farrokhzad the notion of contradiction: the existence of such “ravaged” bodies challenges 

the modernized self-representation of Iran under Mohammad Reza Shah. In Dabashi’s 

reading, the film emphasizes seeing the lepers, but this seeing is always about the 

exposure of “hidden horrors,” suggesting only a metonymic relation between the nation 

and the leprosarium; both spaces are figured as static.  

                                            
146 Dabashi, Masters and Masterpieces of Iranian Cinema, 58. 
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 The space of the leprosarium—the titular house, has also been read as an allegory 

for “rebuilding” the house (nation). In her analysis of The House is Black, Nasrin 

Rahimieh argues that by going to the “outside” of the nation, Farrokhzad is able to 

provide for her viewers a mirror that “forces them to see what they have refused to see as 

part of themselves: the disenfranchised, the deformed, and the disabled.”147 According to 

Rahimieh, Farrokhzad does this by making this “site of abjection into a space of the 

familial and the familiar,” or by extending the boundaries of the nation.148 Rahimieh 

supports this argument through an analysis of the film’s final sequence in which a group 

of lepers walk toward the camera [Figure 2], shutting the gates to the colony, forcing the 

camera to zoom out onto the closed gate, with its handwritten sign marking jozam 

khaneh, literally “house of leprosy,” [Figure 3]. Rahimieh writes: 

  The inscription on the gate, jozam-khaneh, reminds us that they   
  cannot cross over the physical barriers separating them from the   
  spectators. The camera’s pulling away from the colony reasserts   
  the boundaries, rearticulating the uncertainties … reverberating   
  in Farrokhzad’s poetry. The relegation of the lepers to the space   
  behind the closed door of the colony forecloses the possibility of 
  anything more than a temporary transgression.149 
 

                                            
147 Rahimieh, “Capturing the Abject of the Nation,” 127. 
148 Ibid. 
149 Ibid., 127-128.  
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Figure 2: Two stills from The House is Black 
 

Figure 3: Two stills from The House is Black 
 

Rahimieh suggests that through the interaction between the viewer and the lepers, two 

movements occur: 1) the lepers gain hitherto restricted access into the space of the nation 

and 2) the viewer gains temporary access to life inside the colony and therefore outside 

the nation.150 Rahimieh’s emphasis on the site of abjection and the film’s extension of the 

familiar demands further probing. By suggesting that Farrokhzad goes outside the 

boundaries of the nation to attain contact with a population that has been excluded from 

an imagined community, the boundaries of the nation as such remain intact. In other 

words, Rahimieh’s reading attributes a kind of limited transgression to the film by 

                                            
150 Ibid., 126. 
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assuming that Farrokhzad is working within an existing nationalist conception. In 

allegorical readings, the concept of the nation, here “the Iranian people,” is taken for 

granted even when it is contested as exclusionary. The argument takes the nation (and by 

extension the nation-state) as a part of the relation forged by the film, and therefore 

misses the way the film creates a new kind of relation that might exceed or place pressure 

on the concept of the nation. This results not only in the foreclosure of a new political and 

social formation (collectivity) but also of the importance of the medium through which it 

is imagined: a wholly new cinematic form. 

 The House is Black is neither an allegory of the nation nor of its outside. It is not 

only these things—for they suggest simply reworking the existing material of nationalism 

and/or nativism. What the film projects is a collectivity to come: not yet existing. This 

not-yet existing collectivity is constructed through the film’s unprecedented form. By 

suggesting the ways in which the nation is no longer viable as the site for forming 

relationships in common, the film is an allegory of a to-be-constructed collectivity. Thus 

while the film does indeed operate within the realm of allegory, it does not simply stop 

there. The leper colony is not idealized as a utopian space. Rather, the encounter between 

different subjectivities, offered through their leveled enunciations, stages (utopian) 

possibility. The poetic articulates subjective expression, and it becomes the vehicle that 

threads subjectivity and objectivity together in this encounter. The film’s vision of 

subjectivity thus demands another collectivity. It is not, in other words, allied with the 

humanizing gesture implied by the notion that the seemingly objective vision of the 

apparatus of the camera can bring the lepers “into” the nation.  
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 There is a strong resonance between the social consciousness of Farrokhzad’s 

later poetry and the vision of collectivity put forward in The House is Black. Milani 

writes, “Before Farrokhzad, this intellectual reciprocity, this commitment to the 

expansion of relational possibilities, was rarely described in modern Persian literature.”151 

Ahmad Karimi-Hakkak likens the world of the poem as a discrete space in which these 

experiments are pondered, suggesting that Farrokhzad’s poems “perceive and present 

modernity essentially as a reflection of the outrage and chaos of the outside world within 

the universe of the poem.”152 Take the poem “Someone Who Isn’t Like Anyone,” which 

posits a coming social change in the shape of a newly constructed subject: 

  Someone’s coming 

  Someone different 

  Someone better 

  Someone who isn’t like anyone 

  […] 

  and is just like the one he should be…153 

The poem characterizes this nameless heroic figure as a person whose deeds (distributing 

“all that has been hoarded” and “will give us our share, too”) are collective-minded and 

whose coming is inevitable, and is found in nature and the elements: “someone who’s 

coming through the rain…through the whisper of the petunias.” This poem resonates with 

                                            
151 Milani, Veils and Words, 132. 
152 Ahmad Karimi-Hakkak, “Introduction.” An Anthology of Modern Persian Poetry. Ed. 
and Trans. Ahmad Karimi-Hakkak. Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1978: 18. 
153 Forough Farrokhzad, “Someone who is not like anyone.” An Anthology of Modern 
Persian Poetry. Ed. and Trans. Ahmad Karimi-Hakkak. Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 
1978: 153-155. 
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the vision of The House is Black: a desire to transform social relations without forcing 

what the change might look like: the poet does not claim the prophetic voice for herself 

beyond calling for the change. Indeed, the better “someone” may be unrecognizable but 

is still granted the autonomy to be “just like the one he should be.”154 The figure who is 

of a new time, one that is to-be, comes to the poem’s narrator in a dream, which she 

describes as a “red star.” Farrokhzad suggests here that desire (the dream) is the engine of 

the new collectivity because it is that desire itself (“for someone better”) that prompts 

new relational possibilities, even if the contours of those possibilities are not fully drawn. 

There is also a strong thread woven between the specificity of the leper colony (as the 

space that contains the ultimate pathologized body) and the depth of Farrokhzad’s 

experimentation in thought, evident in her poems.  

 In The House is Black, Farrokhzad explores alterity within herself, the lepers, and 

the space of the leper colony. These experiences of alterity share commonalities that are 

formally articulated through the film’s experimentation with sound. The film forges a 

new collectivity by assembling various enunciative acts (from each of these subjects) that 

are allowed to exist relatively autonomously—Farrokhzad’s voiceover; the song, dance, 

and gesture of the lepers; the thoughtful and candid responses of the children; prayer—as 

the raw materials of this new collectivity.  

 One of the film’s formal methods for exploring alterity is its use of the poetic. 

What I have to this point referred to as “the poetic” emerges on the axis of montage and 

the problem of the voice in The House is Black. Although it has often been used 

                                            
154 It should be noted here that the “he” is not a literal he, but a choice made in 
translation. There are no gender-specific pronouns in the Persian language. 



   

 87 

adjectivally to denote the treatment of the subject matter, my use of the term “poetic” 

does not refer to a poetic treatment of the lepers akin to “humanizing,” or along the lines 

of what Jonathan Rosenbaum has referred to as the film’s “radical humanism.”155 Critics 

have often read this film as providing a humanizing treatment of the lepers, a reading that 

has been very loosely connected to a hazy notion of the poetic. Although radical 

humanism remains undefined in the Rosenbaum essay, he describes Farrokhzad’s 

“beautiful and ordinary” regard for the lepers, which treats them as “objects of love and 

intense identification.”156 Dabashi goes further, stating, “Farrokhzad detects and unveils 

the poetic souls hidden inside these ravaged bodies.”157 From its first frames, the film 

acknowledges the impulse to humanize by stating, “There is no shortage of ugliness in 

the world.” Following this statement, the voiceover states that it is the film’s hope to 

eradicate this ugliness. But these statements are made by the male voiceover, a voice that 

is posited as the speaker of an absolute authority that must be stripped or undermined by 

the other voices in the film, thereby casting doubt on its message. In order to understand 

how the dream of collectivity in “Someone is Coming” occurs in The House is Black it is 

necessary to 1) move beyond humanizing and allegorical readings and 2) to consider how 

the change of medium (from poetry to film) necessitates different analytical strategies. I 

read the poetic in The House is Black through Pasolini’s concept of the “cinema of 

                                            
155 Jonathan Rosenbaum, Goodbye Cinema, Hello Cinephilia: Film Culture in Transition. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010: 262. 
156 Ibid. 
157 Dabashi, Close-Up, 222-223. For another humanist reading of the film, see Maryam 
Ghorbankarimi, “The House is Black: A Timeless Visual Essay.” Forugh Farrokhzad, 
Poet of Modern Iran: Iconic Woman and Feminine Pioneer of New Persian Poetry. Eds. 
Dominic Parviz Brookshaw and Nasrin Rahimieh. London: I.B. Tauris, 2010: 137-148. 



   

 88 

poetry,” which offers the necessary tools not only for moving beyond allegory but also 

for discerning the cinematic framework through which Farrokhzad articulates 

collectivity. At the same, the film’s non-narrative form and its use of sound elaborate 

Pasolini’s notion of the cinema of poetry. 

 In his 1965 essay, “The Cinema of Poetry,” Pasolini explores the political 

possibilities afforded by translating the literary device of free indirect discourse into 

cinematic language. The essay also contains from its outset the makings of a theory of 

how cinema produces subjectivity. Both of these matters—the free indirect discourse in 

cinema and cinema’s production of subjectivity—relate to one of Pasolini’s main 

questions: how is the language of poetry possible in cinema? My analysis of The House is 

Black argues that the “poetic” is the means by which new relational possibilities are 

produced.  

 Free indirect discourse in literature is a device that blurs the boundaries between 

the categories of the objective and subjective.  It does this by expressing a character’s 

dialect/language/worldview (which is not the author’s dialect or language) in third person 

narration. Thus it is not dialogue, nor is it a first person interior monologue. In his 

discussion of Pasolini’s essay, Gilles Deleuze summarizes free indirect discourse as “a 

case of an assemblage of enunciation, carrying out the two inseparable acts of 

subjectivization simultaneously […].”158  In both literature and cinema, this device relates 

to the immersion of the author in the world of his/her character and “then the adoption on 

the part of the filmmaker not only of the psychology of his character but also of his 

                                            
158  Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement-Image. Trans. Hugh Tomlinson and 
Barbara Habberjam. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986: 73. 



   

 89 

language.”159 However, because such linguistic tools are not available in cinema, the 

director “cannot make use of that formidable natural instrument of differentiation that is 

language.”160 So Pasolini takes the free indirect discourse out of its linguistic realm and 

argues that it must be expressed stylistically in some other form i.e., in a visual form. The 

cinematic equivalent of free indirect discourse occurs through the framing of shots and in 

their coordination through editing, specifically through what Pasolini calls the free 

indirect point-of-view shot. It is a visual discourse offered through a “technical device” 

that makes possible the language of poetry in cinema. While the free indirect point-of-

view shot is a technical execution of the “cinema of poetry,” the question of film 

language possessing a current of the “poetic” or of the “irrationality” that runs beneath it, 

is one that Pasolini suggests we might find in cinema tout court, even when it is clouded 

by the communicative prose of language with others, which he argues, is the form taken 

by most contemporary cinema.  

 In Pasolini’s theory of the “cinema of poetry” there is thus an immersion that 

occurs between filmmaker and “character,” which presumes the existence of a clearly 

established, identifiable character within a filmic narrative. The centrality of “character” 

to this immersion makes it necessary to contend with two major problems: 1) The House 

is Black is a non-narrative film and thus outside Pasolini’s schema (his examples all come 

from narrative art cinema), and 2) Pasolini conceives the “cinema of poetry,” in purely 

visual terms, i.e., he does not deal with the matter of sound. The omission of sound in the 

                                            
159 Pier Paolo Pasolini, “The Cinema of Poetry.” Heretical Empiricism. Trans. Ben 
Lawton and Louise K. Barnett. Washington, D.C.: New Academia Publishing, LLC, 
2005: 175. 
160 Ibid., 178. 
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“cinema of poetry” equation is a limitation in the Pasolini essay.  The House is Black 

makes clear this limitation because it is exactly in the realm of sound where the film 

expresses the cinema of poetry.  Furthermore, the film demonstrates that the cinema of 

poetry is both visual and aural. Farrokhzad’s vision of collectivity is expressed via the 

free indirect discourse but opened up to the question of sound. Therefore it includes 

framing, montage, and the free indirect point-of-view shot, but also voiceover and, 

crucially, the author’s language. This combination positions Farrokhzad’s work as all the 

more radical, not only in the Iranian context but in relation to the history of world cinema 

as Pasolini discusses it, because the closest “genre” to which she is working—

documentary—is the least noted, at this point, for a dissonant use of sound. Farrokhzad 

takes both sound and language into non-narrational realms. Thus she reveals their 

potential by releasing them from their narrational duties. 
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Figure 4: Series of stills from The House is Black 
 

Relational Possibilities 

These images (Figure 4) arrive just shy of three minutes into The House is Black, 

presenting a compelling example of the poetic in the film. The mediation that occurs 

between Farrokhzad’s voiceover and the man in this sequence brings the poetic into the 

film by disrupting the division between the leper and the filmmaker. In this sequence, 

when we meet the image of the man and Farrokhzad’s voice, they are both already in 

action: the man is moving and Farrokhzad’s voice is slowly amplified until it becomes 

clearly audible. Because the duet is underway, the viewer has a sense of intruding upon 

the action, which underscores the oneiric quality of the film. At the same time, the “duet” 

between Farrokhzad’s voice and the leper’s physical movements troubles the realist 

imperative. Farrokhzad’s droning voice fades in, mournfully reciting the days of the 

week. Her voice is extra-diegetic: we know that the man cannot hear it. The device of the 

fade-in, which draws attention to its own artifice, affirms this knowledge. If Farrokhzad’s 

voiceover functioned here as a traditional voiceover, by giving narrative coherence to the 

image, we would be left with a banal commentary on life in the leper colony. Instead, 

what occurs in this scene is a strong sense of rhythm—a form of syncopation between his 

gestures and her voice. As the leper taps the wall with purpose, he interrupts 
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Farrokhzad’s recitation and keeps time for her and with her. Listening closely, one can 

hear another, fainter track “beneath” Farrokhzad’s recitation of the days of the week: it is 

her voice reading the months of the year in a much slower tempo than the dominant track. 

The two tracks together constitute Farrokhzad’s subjective experience of time. The tone 

of her voice suggests both a formal reading (for an audience) and an affected attempt to 

convey a specific experience of time—perhaps, its interminable qualities. The droning 

quality of her reading underscores this experience of time. The nature of the reading does 

not just imply the ceaseless passage of time, but it also suggests a complex relationship 

between Farrokhzad’s registering of time and the man’s physical presence in the colony. 

As a kind of exilic space, the leper colony is out of time with the modernizing aspirations 

of the Pahlavi state; it is thus also psychically situated outside the nationalist imagination. 

There is not just a correspondence between Farrokhzad’s vocal drone and his physical 

gestures, but the way his gestures puncture her reading operates as a meeting of these two 

times. Neither her experience of time nor her affective reading of it belongs only to her. 

 This short scene of the man walking along the wall is important in two ways. 

First, although Farrokhzad’s voice is external to the space of the leper colony, whereas 

the man is clearly part of that space, their co-operation in this scene ruptures any sense of 

the division between observer and observed that is so central to the cinema (and 

especially to the traditional documentary). Farrokhzad’s “presence” in the scene is 

powerful precisely because of the co-operative nature of the relationship. In The Voice in 

Cinema, Michel Chion describes this power of the off screen, “unseen” voice as sharing 

with the image 
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  a relationship of possible inclusion, […] of power and possession   

  capable of functioning in both directions: the image may contain   

  the voice, or the voice may contain the image.”161  

Second, each element—Farrokhzad’s voice and the gestures of the leper—relies upon the 

shortcomings of the other, making it unclear what dominates. The encounter between 

voice and image here destabilizes the image as the primary element of the film and 

suggests that the voiceover is not subordinate to the image. However, the voiceover also 

does not dominate the image, but rather seems to thread itself through and alongside the 

man’s movements. The voiceover thus rejects its traditional role of providing coherence 

or narration of the image. 

 There is another element present in this duet that sets the interaction beyond any 

configuration previously imagined in Iranian cinema. That element is the series of 

medium shots of window frames. The frames vary, showing members of the Bababaghi 

colony as well as still lives of arranged objects such as kettles and pans, and shoes. These 

shots appear to be the windows that line the wall along which the man is pacing. What is 

peculiar about these shots is the question of point-of-view. It is difficult to ascertain 

whether they are meant to be purely objective, or whether they are attributed to either the 

leper or to the subject attached to Farrokhzad’s voiceover, i.e., the director, who might be 

present in some other space. The shots that show children looking out the window frames 

suggest something akin to a “neutral,” observational camera. But in the montage, they are 

interwoven with the more constructed shots. These still life shots seem staged (the last 

                                            
161 Michel Chion, The Voice in Cinema. Trans. Claudia Gorbman. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1999: 23. 
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one recalling Van Gogh’s portraits of shoes) and draw our attention to the framing device 

of the window, thereby also making us aware of the constructedness of the more 

“observational” shots. This short montage of the window frames, then, points to the 

film’s refusal to create an observational situation. Instead, the reflexivity offered by the 

contrast between humans and the still life shots signals the film’s speculative and 

experimental use of each film frame: it stages an opportunity to construct a situation in 

which bodies react to one another. Each frame is a projection of collectivity because it is 

pointing to its own construction, both within each (window) frame and by their 

association in the montage. These shots translate the dissonant relationship of sound and 

image in the film into purely visual terms.  

 The co-operation renders the leper colony not as an abject site of exile but as the 

occasion for a new form of collectivity. It does so by suggesting permeability on the part 

of both enunciators (Farrokhzad and the man). Farrokhzad stages this vision of a future 

collectivity within the leper colony because it is the most distant space from the 

modernizing agenda of the Pahlavi nation-state, with its attempts to delineate Iranian-ness 

based on an urbanized, secular, elite, and purely Persian ethnic and linguistic identity. 

The nationalist assertion of Iranian collectivity is thus based on an a priori exclusion. The 

conception of national cinema, in turn, has not challenged this assumption. Studies of 

national cinema assume the coherence of the nation in order to inscribe coherence to a 

group of differentiated films that fall under the sign of “national cinema.”162 There are 

                                            
162 See Philip Rosen, “History, Textuality, Nation: Kracauer, Burch and Some Problems 
in the Study of National Cinemas.” Theorising National Cinema. Eds. Valentina Vitali 
and Paul Willemen. London: British Film Institute, 2008: 17-28. 
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several elements of The House is Black that challenge the notion of the Iranian nation as a 

fixed, coherent entity. One of the most striking examples is found in the deliberate 

oscillation of the camera’s position as both inside and outside the space of the colony. 

One shot in the film’s final sequence depicts a large group of lepers walking toward the 

camera, which is moving backward. Notably, the group of lepers is diverse in age, 

gender, and degree of the disease’s maturity.  

A man on crutches appears familiar to the viewer. As the lepers get closer, we see 

a pair of hands at screen right that motion for them to move aside so that the gates can be 

drawn. Large wooden gates are drawn together, effectively sealing the colony from the 

camera and crew. On the outside of the wooden gates is written “jozam khaneh” 

(leprosarium, or “leper house”). Although this might suggest that the camera is shut out, 

the film transcends this literal meaning of the gate’s enclosure by associating this shot 

with an earlier shot in the same sequence. The earlier shot finds the camera stationary 

inside a darkened building looking out. The only light comes from the daylight outdoors, 

creating a natural window/frame effect. A leper man walking on crutches is seen moving 

toward the camera, which is still, and as he gets closer, his body obscures the sunlight 

and blackens the frame, melding him with the camera and the camera with the physical 

space of the building located at Bababaghi. This shot nullifies the closing function of the 

gate in the final sequence by making permeable the borders between the outside (a role 

played by the camera) and the inside (the world of the colony). Because the leper colony 

is a site that is already physically and psychically outside the norms of the nation-state, 

the film provocatively demonstrates the suppression of incoherence, or difference, that is 
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necessary to delineate the nation-state as unified or fixed. The film’s combination of the 

sacred (scripture), the elite (New Poetry), the modern (cinema), and the other (the lepers) 

does not clearly articulate the shared basis of a future collectivity, but it does strongly 

foreground its possibility. And in the film’s refusal to name what might be found in 

common to form collectivity, it dares to say that we do not know what it looks like. 

 To clarify the position occupied by Farrokhzad’s voice in this vision of 

collectivity, we must consider another voice that performs a voiceover in The House is 

Black: the male voice that provides the narration accompanying the first shot of the film, 

which is a black screen. Although both this voice and Farrokhzad’s fall under the 

category of the anomaly in Chion’s theorization of the acousmêtre in the fiction film, in 

that neither voice is at any point de-acousmatized by becoming visually attached to a 

body, Chion’s characterization of the function of off screen voices is a useful interlocutor 

here.163 Chion uses acousmêtre to describe a voice that cannot be seen or has not attached 

to a face, but he also clarifies some sub-categories of the acousmêtre. This other voice, 

however—the male voice that opens the film—falls in the realm of what Chion calls the 

“commentator-acousmêtre.” Chion describes this figure as having “no personal stake in 

the image.”164 The voice states: 

  There is no shortage of ugliness in the world. If man closed his   
  eyes to it, there would be even more. But man is a problem    
  solver. On this screen will appear an image of ugliness…a vision   
  of pain no caring human being should ignore. To wipe out this   
  ugliness and to relieve the victims is the motive of this film and   
  the hope of its makers.  

                                            
163 Chion elaborates here on the composer and theorist Pierre Schaeffer’s notion of the 
acousmatic, or a sound separated from its source. 
164 Chion, The Voice in Cinema, 21. 



   

 97 

 
This voice is widely agreed to be the voice of Ebrahim Golestan, the producer of the film, 

and the message spoken by this voice is oblique to the film’s concerns and radically 

different from the way that Farrokhzad’s voice becomes a part of the images on screen. 

The male voice is isolated because the film situates it outside this collectivity, making the 

voice a discrete entity that performs in the manner of what Britta Sjogren describes as the 

cloak-like nature of the voiceover.165 Furthermore, when the male voice appears again in 

the film, describing leprosy in clinical terms during a two-minute sequence featuring 

images of the lepers receiving medical care, it presents itself as information and purely in 

the realm of what Pasolini calls the communicative, or “prose.” In the context of The 

House is Black, this type of narrator is stripped of its usual authority precisely because it 

is “outside” the image and thus it lacks the rhythmic relation to the image enjoyed by 

Farrokhzad’s subjective voice. Instead, Farrokhzad’s voice gains authority in relation to 

this other voice because she relates to the image in what Chion calls a relation of possible 

inclusion. Her voice’s authority comes from its ability to relinquish that position, as 

power and possession shift between image and voice.  

 There is yet another element to consider within this ensemble of voices, and that 

is the question of Farrokhzad as a historical figure. Within this schema, Farrokhzad’s 

voice in the film could qualify as what Chion calls the “already visualized acousmêtre,” 

given her popular persona. The viewer knows who she is and can mentally conjure her 

image. In her discussion of the female authorial voice in cinema, Kaja Silverman notes 

                                            
165 Britta Sjogren, Into the Vortex: Female Voice and Paradox in Film. Champaign, IL: 
University of Illinois Press, 2008: 6. 
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that the author is curiously absent from film theory’s investigations into the questions 

“who or what is speaking?” and “who or what is looking?”166 Like Pasolini (though not 

in conversation with him), Silverman is interested in the political possibilities offered by 

the authorial voice. She argues:  

  the director may in certain situations constitute one of the    
  speakers of his or her films, and that there may at times be    
  pressing political reasons for maximizing rather than    
  minimizing what might be said to derive from this authorial   
  voice.”167  
 
Silverman’s concern is the necessary relationship of the author “outside” the text with the 

author inside the text, particularly where the female voice is concerned. Farrokhzad’s 

presence as the author inside The House is Black is crucial for an analysis of the film’s 

projection of a future collectivity. Yet it is impossible to overlook Farrokhzad’s presence 

as the author “outside” the text, by which I mean her identity as a historical person. By 

the time of the film’s release, Farrokhzad was an established poet and a recognized 

persona in Tehran’s literary and artistic circles. Especially for Iranian viewers of the film, 

it is near impossible to split Farrokhzad’s haunting and unforgettable physical voice from 

the voice of the poet as a structural element of The House is Black. Therefore we must 

recognize the voice of Farrokhzad-the-historical-author and the voice in the film as in 

concert with one another. Recognizing the inextricability of these two voices does not 

correlate to striking an autobiographical chord that would equate the individual 

                                            
166 Although Pasolini is by no means an obscure figure in film studies, he is nevertheless 
not generally included in the “canon” of film theory. Thus it’s interesting to note that 
where the author is absent in these (post-auteur) film theory investigations, for Pasolini, 
the author is of primary importance in the establishment of a political cinema. 
167 Kaja Silverman, The Acoustic Mirror The Female Voice in Psychoanalysis and 
Cinema. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988: 202. 
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experience of Farrokhzad the author with the figure of the leper. Although this correlation 

has tempted some critics of the film, it is far more analytically rewarding to discern what 

the presence of Farrokhzad-the-author allows the film to do, formally. Thus when 

Farrokhzad’s voiceover corrals a relationship with the image that is taken away from the 

male narrator, we also have an affirmation of the historical emergence of Farrokhzad-the-

author’s subjective voice in modern Persian poetry. In other words, the gendered voice in 

The House is Black is a structural element of the text that is not reducible to either the 

death of the author theories or to a strict maintenance of the author at all costs (as in the 

autobiographical readings of the film). The voice constitutes structural difference, but one 

that does not obliterate the historical and social differences between Farrokhzad as 

filmmaker and the members of the Bababaghi colony. Rather, the manner in which 

Farrokhzad structures the voice track is an assertive vision of the contradictory 

singularities that might exist within a future collectivity. This is also evident in the film 

through the constant return to the “unintelligible” singing of one of the men living in the 

colony. His is another voice of singular difference that repeats throughout the film, 

sometimes serving as a sound bridge to “join” disparate spaces. His voiceover moves 

through the film as another enunciative act, one whose presence serves to (once again) 

dislodge power and possession from any possible single source. 

 The space afforded for singularity in Farrokhzad’s vision of collectivity is directly 

connected to her elaboration of the cinema of poetry. Speaking from the realm of the 

poetic (rather than “prose”), she creates a cinema whose “fundamentally irrational” 

nature (to use Pasolini’s term) cannot be eliminated because it speaks from a highly 
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subjective realm, that of Farrokhzad (as voiceover), and from the other enunciative acts 

put forth in the film. There is a profound connection between the subjective and the 

“pure” form of cinema (as poetry) that Pasolini advocates in his essay. This connection is 

due to what Pasolini dubs im-signs (a film version of language signs), which belong to 

the world of memory and dreams. Im-signs are images of “communication with 

ourselves,” i.e., at base, expressions of subjectivity.168 In Pasolini’s theorization, the 

irrationality of cinema is due to its oneiric origin, leading him to argue, “the tendency of 

film language should be expressively subjective and lyrical.”169 But of course, it is not 

always so, and this is part of Pasolini’s lament about narrative cinema as well as his call 

for a cinema of poetry. I have pointed to The House is Black’s elaboration of Pasolini’s 

vision through the film’s sharp veering away from narrative, as well as its experiments 

with sound.170  

Visions of Collectivity 

Speaking from the realm of the poetic releases Farrokhzad from the need for a stable 

referent for the images of collectivity projected in the film. Because the cinema of poetry 

is rooted in a form of communication with the self, it is not bound by needing to begin 

with that which is already intelligible to others, and therefore it must be inventive. It is 

this difficulty of articulation that gives birth to the poetic, while also living off it. In other 

words, for the poetic to emerge, a new form must be created. In Iranian cinema of the 

1960s, this new form was the experimental style of The House is Black. In what follows, 

                                            
168 Pasolini, “The Cinema of Poetry,” 173. 
169 Ibid. 
170 For a recent work on Pasolini’s essay in relation to non-narrative cinema, see P. 
Adams Sitney, The Cinema of Poetry. New York: Oxford University Press, 2015. 
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I offer a formal analysis of a scene in The House is Black to argue that Farrokhzad’s use 

of framing, in conjunction with the film’s likeness to what Pasolini calls the free indirect 

point-of-view shot, positions the film as a document of what is to come—a daring image 

of that which is to be constructed—as well as a manifesto against the form taken by 

1960s Iranian nationalist thinking. 

 At ten minutes and thirty seconds into the film (the exact halfway point), a 

sequence of shots features a young girl as she is pushed through the colony’s grounds in a 

wheelbarrow. Holding a doll in front of her, the young girl has no visible signs of 

leprosy; like a few of the other children in the colony, she appears to have avoided the 

disease thus far [Figure 5]. She is therefore peculiarly positioned as both a member of the 

Bababaghi colony and yet someone occupying a position of radical otherness. She looks 

more like how we expect Farrokhzad and her crew to look, which perfectly positions her 

for an investigation of the free indirect point-of-view shot. The girl’s appearance is 

heavily constructed to reflect this unstable position: her hair has been obviously teased, 

she appears to be wearing make-up, and her dress is slightly too large for her, its effect 

that of a smock for painting, or a borrowed dress belonging to someone larger. She 

clutches her doll almost away from her own body, as if to suggest it does not belong 

there; it is neither like her nor of her, but it is a mere prop that was given to her. The doll 

calls to mind the psychoanalyst D.W. Winnicott’s theory of the transitional object, 

defined as “not part of the infant’s body yet…not fully recognized as belonging to 



   

 102 

external reality.”171 The young girl’s strangeness is highlighted by the presence of an 

unidentified leper man—we see only the bottom half of his legs—who mediates her 

exposure to the space. His presence is curious and we wonder why he is pushing her 

around on a rusty wheelbarrow whose increasingly loud squeaks shift the sequence from 

a series of observations to a provocative vision of a new collectivity.  

 
Figure 5: First appearance of the young girl in The House is Black 
 
The sequence begins with a shot from behind the man’s legs. The next shot cuts to a 

medium close-up of the young girl. From the vantage point of the wheelbarrow as a 

vehicle for movement, the young girl is a passenger and a spectator taking in the show. 

As Farrokhzad begins reading a poem, the sequence alternates between shots of the girl 

in the wheelbarrow and the lepers that she sees along her path. The shots succeed in a 

rapid montage, with each image appearing for no more than three seconds. The lepers are 

captured in a variety of settings: a woman feeding chickens, a man squatting on the 

ground, another man holding prayer beads, a small group of women knitting, and a 

                                            
171 D.W. Winnicott, “Transitional Objects and Transitional Phenomena,” International 
Journal of Psycho-Analysis 30.2 (1953): 3. 



   

 103 

woman washing a child’s bottom. These shots have no spatial logic born of narrative 

unity. It is difficult for the viewer to ascertain the size of the outdoor space and where 

each action is taking place. The space appears to us (and the girl?) as a disjointed space: 

the lepers appear on dusty ground, against a structure, in front of a plot of trees, and so 

on. What unites and justifies the inclusion of each individual shot is the perspective from 

which each shot is viewed, i.e., the point-of-view of the young girl.  
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Figure 6: A series of stills cut from the short scene with the young girl. 
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The images above [Figure 6] have been taken from the scene with the young girl. More 

than just uniting the space through her gaze, the young girl functions here as the vehicle 

for Farrokhzad’s subjective point-of-view. Before the scene begins, we hear Farrokhzad 

read, “The universe is pregnant with inertia,” recalling the time-soaked inertia of the 

scene with the man walking along the wall. Delivered as the opening to this scene that an 

envisions an encounter with collectivity, the understanding of time as inert challenges the 

limits of modernization and Westernization as they were imagined in the fervor of mid-

twentieth century Iran. It is perhaps a critique of the myopic vision of social change that 

was put forth by the Pahlavi regime and, in ways both implicit and explicit, shared by a 

certain stratum of the intellectual culture. Afshin Marashi argues that because the 

intellectual stratum “was subsumed within the class and cultural configurations of 

Pahlavi modernist-rationality,” there was little opportunity for the development of a 

correspondence between this group and the Iranian subaltern.172 The figure of the leper 

here is the superlative subaltern, for the manner in which he/she is both physically and 

psychically exiled from the existing forms of collectivity, i.e. ethno-nationalism. This 

statement on inertia is, however, due to its “pregnant” form, a kind of potential. Thus the 

containment of inertia in the form of pregnancy (a “to-come” of a form not yet fully 

known or pictured) strongly suggests the possibility of altering its course. On the other 

hand, because the great potential cannot be produced a priori in the form of an image, 

inertia risks repeating (or maintaining) its role as the status quo of social and political life. 

                                            
172  Afshin Marashi, “Paradigms of Iranian Nationalism: History, Theory, and 
Historiography” Rethinking Iranian Nationalism and Modernity, eds. Kamran Scot 
Aghaie and Afshin Marashi, Austin: University of Texas Press, 2014: 18. 
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There is much risk in thinking the collective to come, for it always includes the 

possibility of failure. 

 Whereas the earlier scene featuring the man walking along the walk emphasized 

sound in the cinema of poetry, here the question of character is added in the form of a 

visible body that is a surrogate for Farrokhzad. As the young girl is slowly pushed 

through the courtyard, she occupies the role of an outsider, as Forough’s voice states, 

“Where would I escape from your face?” The words are spoken as the camera settles on 

both the object of the young girl’s gaze and returns to look at the young girl herself. 

However, the montage happens so rapidly, especially toward the end of this scene, that it 

becomes clear that the young girl’s point-of-view is of interest because she functions as a 

kind of surrogate for Farrokhzad. The reverse shots (on her face) work to embody 

Farrokhzad’s voiceover and establish visibility for Farrokhzad as the author outside the 

text. Here, the reverse shots break the illusion of any kind of objectivity. This reinforces 

the necessity of the girl’s unmarkable position between the inside and outside of the 

colony. At the same time, the final three shots of the young girl depicted in Figure 4 are 

jump cuts that zoom progressively closer to her face. These suggest an unequal shot-

reverse shot relationship: it is at times standard, as I describe above, but it is also 

complicated by the zoomed jump cuts, which interrogate the young girl’s face. In effect, 

this “interrogation,” shifts the power of the look away from her (and the author for whom 

she stands in) and strengthens the permeability of the line dividing inside/outside, via the 

camera. The young girl is a vehicle of vision. Put differently, she is the pretext for 

granting subjectivity to the visual discourse of the film.  
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 However, we must also consider what the voiceover adds in this sequence. As in 

the duet discussed earlier in the essay, Farrokhzad’s voiceover is a primary element that 

erases the division between the filmmaker and the leper. Here, her voice is used to 

develop the free indirect discourse as a method for producing subjectivity because it is 

embodied. In other words, her voice has a body, and not just any body, but that of a 

young girl. The young girl’s age is crucial here because her youth represents potential.  

Having already established a duet with the members of the leper colony, the unexpected 

harmony between her voice and the image of each leper is markedly different from the 

total immersion of the filmmaker in the mind of his or her characters in the way that 

Pasolini describes it.173 First, there are no characters in the film and especially none who 

are consistent in any manner, or with whom we can identify specific traits. Additionally, 

the montage of this sequence shows a multitude of members of the colony; there is no 

one character as such. Even though the singularity of the young girl’s framing and point-

of-view might seem to correlate to her as “character” in the narrative sense, her 

dominance is upended by the reappearance of unnamed but recognizable figures from 

earlier parts of the film. But the relevance of the free indirect discourse has to do with 

more than just the question of characters. It is also about the functioning of the authorial 

voice. The rhythm of the montage in this sequence pairs each shot with Farrokhzad’s 

voice, creating a kind of dependency. The film refuses to assign each element an 

autonomous source. It is through their relation (voice to image and vice versa) that each 

element is “activated,” as it were. The apparatus, by way of the possibility of editing, 

                                            
173 In any case, Pasolini rejects this immersion as a bourgeois technique. 
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ignites a social possibility and puts it into form. The voiceover’s relation to the montage 

allows the cinema of poetry to take place, as this relation has created something in 

between subjective and objective. Deleuze argues that “knowing whether the image is 

objective or subjective no longer matters” because we are not thinking of this image as 

moving between the two, but rather as an “immobilization according to a higher aesthetic 

form.”174 It is, in other words, quite the opposite of a variable or uncertain image. That 

this oscillation can cease between Farrokhzad the would-be documentarian and the exiled 

lepers makes this type of image a powerful refutation of the image projected by the 

Pahlavi state, that of a centered, modern Iranian subject. The social distance that the 

worldview of the regime imagines between the urban, elite poet and the leper body 

contained in exile is re-imaged. It is only fitting that this refutation occurs through the 

inauguration of a new cinematic form. 

 The House is Black breaks apart a critical moment in Iranian history. Not only 

does it intervene with formal experimentation within the context of a genre (documentary 

or ethnography) but also within Iranian film history itself, which had scarcely seen the 

likes of “art cinema” in 1962, let alone such a film as this one. The House is Black is 

much more than what Chris Marker describes as “the Iranian Los Hurdes.”175 The film is 

a tightly contained ensemble of the most pressing issues in mid-twentieth century Iran. 

Drawing on the power of the meeting of two mediums, Farrokhzad mobilizes what might 

be one of the most intricate examples of how poetry relates to cinema. In doing this, and 

combining it with the question of collectivity, Farrokhzad aims to produce a collectivity 

                                            
174 Deleuze, Cinema 1, 76. 
175 Chris Marker, “Delivrée des méprises. Cinéma 67.117 (2003): 44. 
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that is not yet possible. She finds recourse in poetry because poetry makes it possible to 

express her critique of the conceptual structures of the broader avant-garde in Iran. Thus 

the film is not just about the historical dilemma of collectivity in Iran, but also about the 

ways in which film attains and holds onto its status as political. 

 When read as the beginning of what would later be called the Iranian New Wave, 

The House is Black allows us to trace a complex genealogy of films that provide a fuller 

history of experimental and art cinema in Iran. The film does not fit tidily into definitions 

of documentary or with the standard documentary style in mid-twentieth century Iran. Its 

experimentation with form inaugurates a feminist poetics and politics whose traces can be 

found throughout the pre- and post-revolutionary Iranian cinema. As I will demonstrate 

throughout the remaining chapters of this dissertation, a significant number of Iranian 

New Wave films used formal and narrative strategies that were critically different from 

the widely celebrated neorealist influenced films of the same area. The House is Black 

paved the way for films such as The Sealed Soil, Mudbrick and Mirror, The Mongols and 

many others. Specifically, it is the clear interest in the history of Iranian art and poetics, 

radical formal experimentation, and a meditation on the concept of collectivity (in 

contrast to nationalism) that groups these films together and makes them indebted to The 

House is Black. Farrokhzad’s film thinks through collectivity via the encounter with 

difference. The film that I analyze in Chapter Two, The Son of Iran Has No News From 

His Mother, examines the problem of nationalism as it strives to find the form through 

which it can be articulated and re-imagined.
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Chapter Two 

 

 

Fereydoun Rahnema’s 
The Son of Iran Has No News From His Mother 

and the Development of an Oppositional National Cinema 
 

“Finally, someone has discovered the principal veins of the original and untouched mine 
of Iranian cinema and has struck the first blow.” 

         -Naser 
Movafaghian176 

 
“The representational space of the narrative is lifted to a new generic realm, which 

reaches back to touch the powers of the archaic even as it foretells the utopian destruction 
of the fallen present in the mode of prophecy.”  

–Frederic Jameson177 
 
 
 Fereydoun Rahnema’s 1976 film Pesar-e Iran az Madarash Bikhabar ast (The 

Son of Iran Has No News From His Mother) 178 is a remarkable exemplar of the 

intermediality that characterizes the more radical factions of the Iranian New Wave. In 

this chapter, I posit The Son of Iran as an experimental film that cements (and elaborates) 

the experimental tradition begun by Forough Farrokhzad in 1962. Through its 

heterogeneous structure and its thematic exploration of the problem of national culture, 

the film prophesizes the failure of 1960s and 70s Iranian nationalist politics.179 In doing 

                                            
176 Quoted in Naficy, A Social History, Volume 2, 94. 
177 Jameson, “Third World Literature,” 84. 
178 Hereafter referred to as The Son of Iran. 
179 As Hamid Naficy points out, much of Iranian art cinema prior to 1979 can be 
characterized as prophesizing the Islamic Revolution. I will argue here that films such as 
The Son of Iran also prophesize that the work of social transformation will be an ongoing 
struggle, even after a revolution (by critiquing the failure of their contemporary politics). 
See Naficy, A Social History, Volume 1. 
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so, it inevitably thinks through the concept of national cinema, constructing an 

oppositional version of a national cinema still in formation. This version of national 

cinema emerges through the rejection of the coherence of the nation. This rejection is 

both a thematic and formal structure of the film. Through its formal techniques, the film 

also locates the Iranian New Wave in the global history of counter-cinema.  

 The film fixates on the admixture of past and present as necessary for the 

formation of a national culture and a national cinema. The appeal to the past mobilizes 

what historian Homa Katouzian has described as a longstanding central antagonism 

between state and society in Iran. For Katouzian, this antagonism emerges primarily from 

the persistence of arbitrary power in the construction of the Iranian state. He argues that 

while this antagonism is akin to class conflict, in Iran it plays out in terms of the people 

conceived as a “whole,” united against the state.180 (Of course, as the 1979 revolution 

demonstrated, the whole was unified only in its opposition to the state.) The sets of 

interests within the whole represent an array of positions that place pressure on the 

dominance of the category of class. Following Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, I 

understand the “whole” as a “contaminated universality.” For them, “contaminated 

universality” is the means of representation of the totality of the chain of 

particularities.181 These particularities are the social antagonisms that create divisions 

within society. Through the maintenance of this universality, “a hegemonic relation” is 

attained, but one that is, for them, always reversible. In The Son of Iran this antagonism 

and the divisions that constitute it are explored within the diegesis of the film through the 

                                            
180 Homa Katouzian, The Persians: Ancient, Medieval, and Modern Iran. New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2009. 
181 Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a 
Radical Democratic Politics. 2nd edition. London: Verso, 2014, xiii.  
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production of a play. The struggle to mount the play is a metaphor for the process of 

developing a national cinema. 

 Rahnema ponders the process of developing a national cinema by calling for an 

oppositional national cinema through the technique of intermediality. The Son of Iran 

features the juxtaposition of photography, theater, and writing, with cinema. Furthermore, 

although photography, theater, and writing are explicitly addressed in the film’s diegesis, 

Rahnema’s investigation of cinema is not verbally commented upon.182 Rather, the 

question of an oppositional (and still national?) cinematic form is pursued through a kind 

of montage of codes related to these different forms, and through which a strongly 

dissociative and alienating cinema is created.  By joining the questions “what is Iran?” 

and “what should it be?” with experiments in form that challenge the narrative cinematic 

traditions of both Hollywood and the Iranian domestic commercial cinema, film farsi, 

Rahnema makes a constitutive link between the formation of a national cinema and the 

dilemma of Iranian national culture. His work aligns the Iranian New Wave with 

contemporaneous discussions (especially in Third Cinema and anti-colonial discourse) on 

the formation of a national culture and (its) national cinema. His answer to the dilemma 

of cinema in Iran is the resulting marginal, albeit Iranian, form developed in The Son of 

Iran. 

  The Son of Iran was made in 1976 toward the end of the period of the New 

Wave, as I have delineated it in this dissertation. The film thus represents the culmination 

of this period (read as an accumulation) as well as a bridge to parts of the post-

                                            
182 This is quite different from what we will see in Parviz Kimiavi’s The Mongols, which 
I discuss in the following chapter. In that film, “cinema” as a problem, a desire, and an 
entity with which the Iranian artist must grapple, is an overt theme and structure. 
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revolutionary cinema. As a filmmaker, Rahnema’s central aesthetic concerns mirror the 

major trends of the period, but he explores them in a unique manner, setting him apart 

from that his contemporaries. In his work, we see an engagement with Iranian 

nationalism’s attempt to articulate Iran’s specificity as neither Western nor Arab/Islamic. 

In The Son of Iran, for example, there is a persistent struggle to define “Iran” and the 

feelings the characters in the film have about this struggle is clearest in their interactions 

with foreigners. The specificity of Iran and Iranian-ness is painted as elusive and not 

taken for granted, which sets Rahnema’s position in strong contrast to reigning nationalist 

sentiment, which, above all, affirmed an undeniable historical continuity of a 

homogeneous “Iranian-ness.” It is perhaps in part due to his transnational and 

cosmopolitan living experiences that Rahnema does not attempt to flatten Iran into this 

dichotomy, but rather recognizes the arbitrary nature of such efforts to produce 

specificity.  

 Rahnema (1930-1975) was a poet and writer who was educated in France and 

spent most of his life outside of Iran. Upon returning to Iran, he worked at the Majles 

Library, where he began preparing his first film, the experimental short Takht-e 

Jamshid/Persepolis, made in 1960.183 This film is a dramatization of the glory and 

destruction of the ancient city of Persepolis. Hamid Naficy argues that Persepolis is 

suffused with nostalgic longing for the homeland and the past, a longing felt by those 

who, like Rahnema, have lived most of their lives in exile and for whom the return to the 

contemporary homeland seems insufficient, requiring nostalgia for another, earlier time 
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and place to assuage the longing for home.184 Like other Iranian filmmakers (e.g. Parviz 

Kimiavi), Rahnema wrote a thesis on cinema in French, which was later translated into 

Persian.185 Naficy argues that Rahnema uses the Persepolis ruins to “ruminate about 

history, reality, and identity, and to answer questions such as ‘Who were these? What 

were these? How much of what we see today are real? What is reality? Is this it?’”186 

Questions of history and the origins of Iranian culture and identity continue to interest 

Rahnema in The Son of Iran. According to the Iranian-French film critic Youssef 

Ishagpour (with whom he collaborated), Rahnema was a child of the Cinémathèque 

française in Paris, where he frequently attended screenings. Ishagpour describes 

Rahnema of having died of a double disease, that of cinema and history. Rahnema 

himself describes this disease as having begun with his first film and becoming concrete 

in his final film, in the form of a brain tumor. (The Son of Iran was the last film he made 

before his death.) Ishagpour writes, “His illness was wanting to make cinema within a 

difficult context: outside a commercial circuit…” Furthermore, he writes, “Even among 

those who tried to create a real cinema in Iran, Rahnema held a marginal position.”187 

The notion of cinema as disease resonates with the discourse of Gharbzadegi, and its 

similar diagnosis of Iran’s national and popular culture. Yet the disease with which 

Ishagpour diagnoses Rahnema is of a different nature than Gharbzadegi, which was 

essentially nativist, urging Iranian intellectuals to resist the lure of Western influence in 

                                            
184 Ibid., 94. 
185 A copy of Rahnema’s thesis is on display (but not available for examination) at the 
National Film Museum of Iran in Tehran.  
186 Naficy, A Social History, Volume 2, 94. 
187  Youssef Ishagpour, “Le tombeau de Ferydoun Rahnema (1930-1975).” 
Cinémathèque: Revue semestrielle d’esthétique et d’histoire du cinéma 8 (1995): 94-101. 
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matters aesthetic, political, and economic. Rahnema was well aware of the nativist 

discourse, as well as the temptations that came with either accepting it or rejecting it 

wholesale, and his nuanced understanding of the difficult position in which Iranian artists 

and intellectuals found themselves is evident in The Son of Iran. But his own disease, as 

diagnosed by Ishagpour, seems to be the plague of a persistent question, rather than the 

answers that the discourse of Gharbzadegi so readily supplies. Ishagpour’s conjuring of 

cinema and history as diseases causing Rahnema’s death suggests that it was impossible 

for Rahnema to develop the specificity of each dilemma: cinema and Iran (history). This 

metaphoric disease also demonstrates, quite profoundly, the risk-taking and oppositional, 

and therefore marginal, status of the New Wave. 

 Held in comparison with other experimental New Wave films,, The Son of Iran 

maintains its status as one of the most experimental and difficult New Wave films. The 

film’s lack of a clear, continuous narrative is emphasized by its complex formal structure 

(in color, sound, montage, and framing). There are a number of obstacles and oppositions 

present thematically and structurally in the film that arrest the possibilities of visual and 

narrative pleasure. The film follows a young unnamed playwright who is trying to mount 

a play about the Ashkani (Parthian) period of Iranian history (247 BC to 224 AD). He is 

interested in the relationship between Iranian history, particularly this archaic period, and 

the present. His interest in history, as well as his struggle in directing the play, is 

presented as a foundational problem in his relationship with his unnamed live-in 

girlfriend. (It should be noted here that their non-marital status as live-in partners poses 

the relationship as a further sign of the contemporary within the broader structure of the 

film.) The playwright also faces strong resistance from the people with whom he is 
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working to mount the play. They perceive the play as erudite and too literary, a problem, 

they insist, because “the people” do not want this kind of production. They are also 

concerned with what they perceive to be his exacting demands on their time and labor. 

There is constant change in the play’s cast, as actors protest the playwright’s leadership, 

even challenging his right to direct the play he has written.   

 The title of the film comes from a newspaper story the playwright reads upon 

exiting the Archaeology Museum in the first section of the film. There is a close-up of the 

newspaper, making the headline, which is the full title of the film, legible. The headline is 

immediately confusing, both to the playwright and to the viewer of Rahnema’s film 

because of the word “Iran.” The proper noun “Iran,” in addition to being the official 

name of the country as of 1935, is a common female given name in the Persian language. 

The film’s use of “Iran” as a pun signals what historian Mohammad Tavakoli-Targhi has 

described as Iranian “matriotic nationalism,” based on the concept of the maternal 

homeland (madar-i vatan). Citing the nineteenth century tale, “Diagnosis of Iran,” 

Tavakoli-Targhi recounts how the trope of Iran-as-mother was used to describe a woman 

“infected by an incurable disease endangering her survival. The news of her impending 

death led to the gathering of children who conferred about the possible course of 

action.”188 The mother is characterized as an unstable, melancholic figure, one whose 

“remedy” is not easily found. The punning on “Iran” occurs at several points in the film, 

particularly when the playwright and his girlfriend are discussing the news story. He asks 

her if she has heard about Iran, and she asks, “which Iran?” Instead of giving a surname 

or explaining, he stalls, saying, “uh…um…Iran…Iran…” until she interjects and says she 

                                            
188  Mohammad Tavakoli-Targhi, Refashioning Iran: Orientalism, Occidentalism and 
Historiography. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2001: 124. 
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remembers reading the story about the son in the newspaper. This heavy-handed 

manipulation of the viewer’s possible confusion creates an ambiguous connection 

between Iran as homeland (vatan), Iran as mother, Iran as a specific woman, and Iran as a 

nation-state. The ambiguity around the term Iran also underscores the film’s link between 

the playwright’s attempts to solve the problem of his play and his attempts to maintain a 

satisfactory relationship with his girlfriend. The deliberate confusion created by the term 

“Iran” is mirrored in the film’s treatment of the girlfriend, who is an elusive and under-

developed character. The girlfriend is structurally positioned in the film as the potentially 

lost (and never to be recovered) mother. The film’s attempt to resolve who is the mother 

(“what is Iran?” “Which Iran?”), through the process of cultural production, suggests that 

the playwright may be willing to bear the cost of losing that maternal link in order to 

answer the question. If we expand this problem beyond the diegesis of the film, we see a 

metaphor for the psychic and material cost of attempting to create an alternative cinema 

that is also an alternative national project. 

 The emphasis on an alternative national project is clearly articulated in the play-

within-the-film of The Son of Iran. Rahnema, whom the film critic Parviz Jahed describes 

as an “archaeological thinker,” pursued his interest in the relationship between 

mythology, nationalism, and history in all three of his films. It is significant that The Son 

of Iran, made three years before the Revolution, during this prophetic moment of the 

New Wave, revisits the war between the Parthians and the Greeks, which as Jahed 

argues, was “an era when Iran was coping with the West for the first time.”189 Within the 

film the protagonist of the play– the Parthian leader – is presented as not understanding 

                                            
189 Parviz Jahed, “Iran’s Son Has No News of His Mother.” Directory of World Cinema: 
Iran. Ed. Parviz Jahed. London: Intellect, 2012:  96. 
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the needs of the people around him. There is, then, a mise-en-abyme structure in the film: 

the Parthian leader in the play does not understand his people; the playwright is accused 

of writing an esoteric play that will not satisfy audiences and alienates the people with 

whom he is working; and Rahnema the filmmaker has made a structurally difficult art 

film in the context of a cinematic movement (the New Wave) that is struggling to 

determine its relationship to “the people.” Expanded to the politics of film production in 

Iran, we have an additional “container” in the form of the state’s partial intervention in 

independent film culture, as well as the major discrepancies between the realities of life 

for most Iranians and the Pahlavi regime’s notoriously lavish displays of wealth. 

* * * 

 The Son of Iran is structured into several heterogeneous sections: a long opening 

section that uses a hand-held camera to explore the Archaeology Museum of Iran; a 

black-and-white narrative revolving around a young male playwright in Tehran 

attempting to make a play about the war between the Parthians and the Greeks; shots of 

the director Rahnema’s hand writing on a piece of paper; stills of various geographical 

landscapes of Iran, followed by photographs of anonymous Iranians, all accompanied by 

a droning horn; and short scenes in saturated color that depict the play that the 

protagonist is producing. Through the juxtaposition of these sections, Rahnema attempts 

to superimpose an image that is understood as a direct, vital link to ancient Persian 

civilization. The clash between these modes of expression in the separate parts of the film 

is the condition of possibility for representing historical oppositions, as the discontinuity 

of the images attests to the immanence of radical change taking place within the montage.  
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  The structure of the film is intermedial at both the “macro” and “micro” levels: 

the film as a whole is intermedial precisely because of the heterogeneity of these sections 

that are woven together, but intermediality also persists thematically within some of the 

sections themselves. There are two reasons why intermediality is as a fruitful concept for 

analyzing Rahnema’s vision of a national cinema. First, it is the form that articulates the 

pendulum of past and present in the film. This temporal pendulum is accompanied by the 

pairings of theatre and film, photography and film, and writing and film. Thus the tension 

between past and present that the playwright struggles to articulate to virtually everyone 

he meets is the thematization of the film’s formal and structural intermediality.190 Second, 

intermediality is an important element of counter-cinema more broadly. I will discuss this 

second point in more detail later in the chapter.  

 Not only does The Son of Iran have sections with heterogeneous filmic codes, but 

also within each section there is a concerted effort to produce non-linear and non-

narrative modes of representation. Like his contemporaries in Iran and those abroad 

working in other global New Waves, Rahnema was responding to the language of 

Hollywood’s dominant cinema. If Hollywood cinema operates as what David Bordwell 

calls a “straight corridor,” then Rahnema’s cinema is one in which filmmaker, diegetic 

characters, and the spectator alike have no guide or pre-determined linearity.191 Rahnema 

attempted to produce a cinema with its own logic, using strategies that would jolt 

                                            
190 An excellent example of this in small unit form is the dilemma over the genre of 
“comedy” that happens in an exchange the playwright has with a taxi driver, who insists 
that such a theme, ancient as it is, can only be rendered as comedy in the contemporary 
context.  
191  See David Bordwell, “Classical Hollywood Cinema: Narrational Principles and 
Procedures” in Narrative, Appartus, Ideology, ed. Philip Rosen (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1986): 17-34. 
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spectators out of their expectations, not only in terms of conventional narrative, but of 

what would and could appear on Iranian screens. Rahnema’s particular use of 

intermediality to achieve these goals puts his work in conversation with the global 

“program” of counter-cinema in the 1960s. Specifically, I am interested in how 

intermediality adds to the discussion of counter-cinema in Peter Wollen’s seminal article, 

“Vent d’est: Godard and Counter-Cinema.”192 Although Wollen does not use the term 

“intermediality,” this is indeed one of the problems he highlights in the essay. My 

analysis of Wollen’s essay in the context of this chapter seeks to make an intervention in 

two respects. First, to explicitly name a chief strategy of counter-cinema as 

“intermediality,” and second, to consider what the Iranian case (and by extension Third 

Cinema), offers to this reading of counter-cinema by introducing the problem of national 

culture. 

 Wollen juxtaposes seven “sins” of Hollywood cinema with seven “virtues” of 

counter-cinema. The first four pairings of “sins” and “virtues” are most relevant to my 

reading of The Son of Iran: narrative transitivity vs. narrative intransitivity; identification 

vs. estrangement; transparency vs. foregrounding; and single diegesis vs. multiple 

diegesis. 193  Wollen argues that by the time Jean-Luc Godard makes Vent d’est, 

digressions dominate the structure of the film entirely, whereas in his earlier work, they 

were interruptions to the main narrative (in the picaresque mode, for example). This re-

structuring of digression (for if it dominates, it is no longer a digression and it must then 

be redefined) as the principle mode of a film changes the emphasis from narrative to 

                                            
192 Peter Wollen, “Godard and Counter-Cinema: Vent d’est,” in Readings and Writings: 
Semiotic Counter-Strategies, ed. Peter Wollen (London: Verso, 1982): 79-91. 
193 The remaining three pairings are closure vs. aperture; pleasure vs. unpleasure; and 
fiction vs. reality.  
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rhetoric. Wollen argues that the departure from narrative transitivity allows the “spell” of 

narrative to break, forcing the spectator to re-focus his/her attention.194 On the matter of 

estrangement, Wollen is interested in counter-cinema’s ability to directly address the 

audience and to make commentary on the action as it unfolds (in the tradition of 

Brechtian drama). In The Son of Iran, this commentary is presented by allowing us to see 

both the making of the play and the play itself. The episodes featuring rehearsals of the 

play are cut dramatically with episodes in which the director and actors discuss what they 

have just performed. It is also possible to see the scenes in which the playwright is 

writing in his journal as “commentary” on the film, in addition to being an examination 

of another medium, writing. Wollen argues that these methods of estrangement 

foreground a direct question, such as “What is this film for?”, rather than the “orthodox 

narrative questions, ‘Why did that happen?’ and ‘What is going to happen next?’”195 In 

trying to establish a form of cinema that aims to create a new dynamic between the 

filmmaker and the spectator, the film must look at both the content of the enunciation and 

its designation. Another example of film’s enunciative capacities in counter-cinema is the 

question of foregrounding by making the mechanics of the film text visible. In The Son of 

Iran these mechanics occur through the device of the “multiple diegesis.” For Wollen, 

this element of counter-cinema is represented by “a heterogeneous world; rupture 

between different codes and different channels.”196 One of the ways in which multiple 

diegesis is often marked is with the device of the film-within-the film or, in this case, the 

play-within-the-film. The plurality of worlds represented in The Son of Iran mirrors the 

                                            
194 Peter Wollen, “Godard and Counter-Cinema: Vent d’est,” in Readings and Writings: 
Semiotic Counter-Strategies, ed. Peter Wollen (London: Verso, 1982): 80. 
195 Ibid., 82. 
196 Ibid., PAGE NUMBER 
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playwright’s vision of fusing the past and the present in his play. We, the viewers of 

Rahnema’s film must contend with the play-within-the-film, the plotline with the 

protagonist, the bizarre photographic stills, and so on, just as the playwright in the film 

has to contend with the weight of history, his personal interpretation of it, his life in the 

contemporary moment, and the texts with which he is working. 

Intermediality and the Photographic Still 
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Figure 1: Images from the sequence of still photographs 

One of the most striking uses of intermediality in The Son of Iran is a five and a half 

minute sequence, roughly one third of the way into the film, featuring still photographs of 

Iran [Figure 1]. The use of photographs of Iran’s landscape, architectural structures, tile 

mosaics, as well as images of ethnic minorities and rural populations, is an intermedial 

reference to the history of Orientalist photography and the legacy of imperialist forms of 

knowledge. The representational matter of the photographs reference how “Iran” comes 

to understand itself from the point of view of the outside, the European traveler. Here, 

Rahnema may also be addressing another form, the travel literature that was frequently 
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written by Europeans who had visited Iran.197 At the level of form, it is particularly 

interesting to see that these images (both of the people and the landscape) are abstracted 

from each other. There is no spatial or thematic unity that aligns these representations 

except for the point-of-view of the photographer/traveler/explorer. In that sense, one 

could argue that difference/otherness is imagined through an ironic acknowledgement of 

heterogeneity. This recalls Farrokhzad’s experiments with point-of-view in The House is 

Black, particularly the manner in which she draws attention to the alleged neutrality of 

the camera’s gaze.  

 The matter of point-of-view is complicated by the series of photographs occurring 

after a shot sequence in which the young playwright is standing in a telephone booth 

outside Mehrabad International Airport in Tehran. The location is important not only 

because it is an airport but because in 1970s Iran, Mehrabad was a hip place in Tehran 

nightlife, a symbol of the entry (literal and metaphorical) of modernized, Western social 

practices onto Iranian terrain. The protagonist is about to embark on a trip—presumably, 

to Europe, as his social status in Iran suggests he is educated abroad—though we are not 

told where he is going, why, and for how long. As he hangs up the telephone and says 

goodbye, the film cuts to the sequence of photographs. We can infer that this is how the 

protagonist imagines Iran while abroad as well as the attitude about Iran that he 

encounters while speaking to people in the West. The photographs remind us of the 

opening sequence of the film, in which photographs of Iran are laid on a table to the 

                                            
197 See Mohammad Tavakoli-Targhi, Refashioning Iran, and Nima Naghibi, Rethinking 
Global Sisterhood: Western Feminism and Iran. Minneapolis, University of Minnesota 
Press, 2007. One might also consider here a series of outsider films on Iran  made in the 
1960s by filmmakers such as Agnès Varda, Albert Lamorisse, and others– how the 
country was imagined by these filmmakers during precisely this same moment.  
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sound of a busy typewriter in a travel agency [Figure 2]. This treatment reinforces the 

photograph as something experienced from a distance, and hence the loss of the tangible. 

The photographs thus read as an intermedial moment of estrangement. We may also see 

the photographs, once again, as a return to the metaphor of the lost mother. They may 

constitute the only link to “Iran” during a time of estrangement, whether by physical 

distance or other reasons. We might read a trace of autobiographical detail (given 

Rahnema’s time spent living in Europe) as well as a reference to the great number of 

Iran’s avant-garde and literati who frequently moved between Tehran and European 

cities. Rahnema signals the lure of a kind of archaic, pastoral Iran that is frozen in time, 

certainly not only in his mind when he is away, but as an element of the Iranian 

nationalist agenda. I will address this issue in more detail in the section on the formation 

of national culture.  

 
Figure 2: From the opening sequence of The Son of Iran  

 
 The photographs in this sequence are not simply prints/stills that represent objects 

in a given time and space, but they are themselves also objects that are filmed by the 

camera. As still photography, they represent the most prima facie intermediality of the 
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cinema: that it is a series of frames moving at the speed of twenty-four frames per 

second. In his 1984 essay, “Photography and Fetish,” Christian Metz concludes by way 

of the following remark: “film is more capable of playing on fetishism, photography 

more capable of itself becoming a fetish.”198 Although Rahnema’s film provides a strong 

supporting case of the still image as fetish (with its relationship to Orientalism and the 

outside, as well as its object status as a “token” for the Iranian-in-exile), a contrapuntal 

reading of the photograph as the very mechanism through which an intermedial notion of 

history can be both constructed and read – precisely as the kind of construction (“between 

past and present”) that the playwright wants to create.  

 Another potent use of still photography from within Third Cinema, and in roughly 

the same period, might help us think through the relationship of this segment in 

Rahnema’s film to the larger whole. The film I have in mind is Memorias del 

subdesarollo (Memories of Underdevelopment, 1968) directed by the Cuban filmmaker 

and theorist Tomás Gutiérrez Alea. Like The Son of Iran, Alea’s film mixes stylistic 

elements from what Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino called “second cinema,” or 

European art cinema, often focused on the personal trials of an individual character, with 

a more properly “Third Cinema” interrogation of film production and the relationship 

between art and social change. Thus the film is also relevant to my discussion of the 

Iranian New Wave, a movement in which we find many recurring elements of “second 

cinema.” In Memories of Underdevelopment there is a crucial scene that ends with a 

freeze frame. From this moment on, we see a series of still photographs that move 

backwards temporally [Figure 3]. The protagonist Sergio remembers Elena, his lover, at 

                                            
198 Christian Metz, “Photography and Fetish.” October 34 (Autumn 1985): 81-90: 90. 
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various moments of their brief courtship. But Sergio is also imagining her in a reductive 

motion leading back to “underdevelopment.” Each moment is captured as discrete from 

the others and is meant to signify her continuous “descent” into underdevelopment. That 

is to say, in each moment of the film’s diegesis, Elena’s development is simultaneously 

stalled and moving backward. When she is at a restaurant with Sergio, each second of 

each shot in the sequence contains an index of her underdevelopment, which is 

“captured” in the succession of stills displayed alongside Sergio’s voiceover narration. 

The connection to The Son of Iran turns on the question of still photography and its 

relationship to the overall film text. The still photograph resists the meta-narrative of 

history while simultaneously being a product of and participant in it. It does this because 

it is able to constitute an attempt to stop the linear motion of the film. Thus it is a matter 

of returning to film’s origin (the stillness of the single photograph) in order to create new 

methods of viewing and engagement with the film text, that is, in order to produce an 

oppositional cinema. The comparison of these two films’ treatment of the still also tells 

us something about “underdevelopment.” In photography, underdevelopment means an 

image processed in too short a time. What such underdevelopment produces is an image 

that does not contain a normal degree of contrast between light and dark. My reading of 

underdevelopment aims to reclaim it from its negative charge. Sergio’s claim, in 

Memories of Underdevelopment, that to be underdeveloped means an inability to 

maintain a feeling ignores the latent potential contained in “underdevelopment”—

whether it is a process in the production of photographs or a motif in a series of stills that 

witness the evolution of a particular history. If we “under develop” an image, we can 

perhaps discover some form of potential—an incompleteness to the image. But if we stall 
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it and present it in a series of finished shots, then we lose the very paradoxical dialectic of 

the still: its ability to move. 

 

Figure 3: From Memories of Underdevelopment 

 Rahnema complicates the relationship of the still photograph to the moving image 

even further than the progression of the content of the images in the sequence from 

Memories of Underdevelopment. As we see in Figure 1, the sequence in The Son of Iran 

moves from wilderness and untouched land, to archaic architectural traditions such as 

wooden houses and tile mosaics, to the modern (electricity), where the sequence ends. 

This progression gives the sequence a narrative, which focuses on the development, in 

material terms, of the terrain known as Iran. The use of still photographs is here an 

especially crucial component of the sequence’s overall effect because it stops the 

essential feature on which film is predicated: the ability to move forward. While that 

ability is arrested, the motion forward is provided through the “narrative” of the photos. 

As a result, the photo sequence has an internal dialectic of motion and stillness that is 

sublated by the horn. The horn is a kind of primordial presence that is ignited through this 

tension between movement and stillness. This tension between movement and stasis is a 

kind of “underdevelopment” (of the full possibility of the art of the moving image) that is 

the basis for an alternative cinema that, much like Godard’s experiments with text and 
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image, asks the viewer to “complete” the fragments offered by way of his/her sensorial 

faculties. 

 The underdeveloped image, as I will call it, is most revolutionary in its interaction 

with she who views it. In his essay “The Third Meaning,” Roland Barthes argues that 

each photographic still contains within it an obtuse meaning that is both objective and 

not. 199  Unlike the first (informational) and second (symbolic) meanings, the third 

meaning exists in the viewer’s relationship to the image. What is most powerful about 

Barthes’ understanding of the third meaning is that the obtuse contains a powerful and 

perhaps implacable location. He writes:  

  I even accept for the obtuse meaning the word’s pejorative connotation:  
  the obtuse meaning appears to extend outside culture, knowledge,   
  information; analytically, it has something derisory about it:   
  opening out into the infinity of language, it can come    
  through as limited in the eyes of analytic reason.200   

Here, we can read Barthes’ take on the obtuse as a structural element within the still that 

resists a simple logic of denotation. There is a slippage in this analysis, for it suggests that 

if obtuse meaning is beyond culture and knowledge then there is some undefined aspect 

of life (or humanity?) that demands reading. It is in this register that I understand 

Barthes’ concept of the third meaning. It produces a possibility for reading that is not just 

located in the cut, or the in-between. Rather, the obtuse is a state of possibility in the 

image that is transferable and at the same time primordial. Why primordial? Because 

Barthes argues that the obtuse meaning originates in the viewer’s desire. To locate the 

third meaning in the desire of the viewer is to render it mobile in a manner that suggests 
                                            
199 Roland Barthes, “The Third Meaning,” in Image, Music, Text. New York: Hill and 
Wang, 1977: 57. 
200 Ibid., 55. 
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the possibility of writing a history of the image—that is, history itself—that locates 

meaning as something born out of interpretation, across contexts. Therefore, Barthes’ 

notion of the obtuse is key to understanding the question of underdevelopment as a 

quality of the revolutionary film image. Because underdevelopment is potential itself, it 

shares its essential quality with the obtuse, which we learn from Rahnema’s intermedial 

experiments cannot be “fixed” within one form itself. An example of this is the collision 

of cinema, photography, and sound that occurs in this photograph sequence. Their 

meeting (intermediality) is a way to construct fullness or a whole out of the potential of 

the underdeveloped obtuse. 

 The drone of the horn is also a dimension of intermediality within this section of 

the film. The horn represents the archaic as a sonic thread. The sound of the horn is a 

material, aural signifier of Iranian-ness (from both the foreign and the Iranian 

perspective). It is an element that allows the photographs, however heterogeneous, to 

conceptually represent an idea of “Iran.” Rahnema seems to be constructing a kind of 

“primitive” cinema that films already printed images and combines them with a unifying 

sound track, as opposed to an “organic” cinema that has a natural, pro-filmic flow. That is 

to say, in his rupture of the movement of cinema he may be interested in what it retains of 

its cinematic quality. Furthermore, this “primitivization” of the sequence also points to 

the belabored construction of “Iranian identity,”  a process that requires a great deal of 

scaffolding (the persistence of the drone) to “hold” or “set.” Perhaps he is also critiquing 

the tendency to exclude these rural populations from the Pahlavi vision for Iran. Thus on 

the one hand, Rahnema points to the construction of Iran as Oriental Other to the West 

(by way of photography as a technology of absolute knowledge) via these rural images, 
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which present a stark juxtaposition to the image Iran holds of herself (as articulated in the 

vision of the nation-state). To that end, this section points to the loss of a “source” of 

Iranian culture and identity, one that is reinforced by the lack of news that the son of 

“Iran” has from his mother.  

 The New Wave’s pursuit of a new, anti-imperial and oppositional cinema was 

also an alternative national project. The Son of Iran is highly emblematic of this project 

for the manner in which it rejects Hollywood cinema, the domestic commercial cinema, 

and the nation-building project of the Pahlavi monarchy. The New Wave as an alternative 

national project places Iran in a global context with other movements, such as Third 

Cinema, that look to cinema as a mode of rethinking national, anti-imperial politics. One 

significant difference between the New Wave and Third Cinema is the discourse of 

decolonization. Due to Iran never having been colonized, this discourse is largely absent. 

However, there was a strong nationalist discourse founded on anti-imperialism present in 

Iran, particularly around the student movements in support of Mossadegh in the 1940s 

and 1950s, and future formations of these groups in the 1960s and 1970s. The enduring 

legacy and influence of this anti-imperialist nationalism haunted the Shah’s regime. 

Afshin Marashi argues that the anti-imperialist discourse in Iran can be compared to anti-

colonial efforts, especially in India. Specifically, Marashi argues that the Pahlavi regime 

was felt, and understood, domestically as a colonizing force: 

  Within the terrain of an Iranian politics that lacked a colonial history  
  analogous to the Indian case, the Pahlavi state thus came to play the role  
  of a surrogate colonial state, and in turn came to take on the political  
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  character of an external presence against which discursive and political  
  forces came to position themselves.201 
 

The cause of the tension is complex and traceable to the Mossadegh era, though its most 

immediate influence is arguably the failure of the White Revolution. As I discuss in the 

Introduction, the White Revolution created what Ervand Abrahamian describes as a 

complex class structure. This structure resulted in social tensions that were intensified in 

three ways: 1) as a result of the increase in the intelligentsia and the urban working class, 

which were the two groups that posed the largest thread to the Pahlavi regime; 2) a 

widened economic gap due to the regime’s preference for a “trickle-down” economic 

policy; and 3) widespread resentment over the lack of changes that were promised with 

the White Revolution and the increase in oil revenue.202 In the mid-1970s, the various 

oppositional forces positioned against the Shah’s regime, from the religious guerrilla 

organization Mojahedin-e Khalq (People’s Mojahedin) to the secular group, Fedayin-e 

Khalq (People’s Fedayin), which was formed from members of the communist Tudeh 

Party and the National Front, along with smaller Marxist and Islamic groups, engaged in 

raids, bombings, and assassinations, all of which demonstrated that the “tension between 

state and society had reached breaking point.”203 The Iranian youth involved in the 

secular opposition groups were especially influenced and encouraged by the global wave 

of revolutionary action taking place in Algeria, Cuba, Vietnam, and Latin America.  

                                            
201  Afshin Marashi, “Paradigms of Iranian Nationalism: History, Theory, and 
Historiography,” in Rethinking Iranian Nationalism and Modernity. Eds. Kamran Scot 
Aghaie and Afshin Marashi. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2014: 18. 
202 Abrahamian, Ervand A History of Modern Iran,139-143. 
203 Ibid., 148.  
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 The polarizing and self-serving nature of the nation building project of the Pahlavi 

regime is perhaps best emblemized by the 2500th anniversary of the Persian Empire in 

October 1971. Built on a mythical line of continuity (there was no monarchy between 

A.D. 640 and A.D. 1501) whose aim was to bring legitimacy to the Shah, the event was 

an outrageous display of wealth whose excess aimed to distract from the discrepancies of 

the Pahlavi modernity, such as the economic and social inequalities, the lack of freedom 

of speech, and the quashing of any political opposition. The event took place over several 

days, beginning near the ancient ruins of Persepolis, with festivities also taking place in 

Tehran. Boasting a long list of invited international royals and dignitaries, the events 

were festooned with the material and symbolic wealth (food flown in from France, 

Mercedes-Benz limousines to chauffeur the guests, etc.) of over a decade of rising oil 

revenues.  Minoo Moallem describes the celebration thus: 

  The grandiose celebration of the glorious past of the Persian   
  Empire and its pre-Islamic origin by the Pahlavi regime concealed  
  the loss of what was abjectified during nation formation in the   
  context of colonial modernity and civilizational imperialism, the   
  trauma of the coup d’état, and the humiliation of an emasculated   
  male elite.204 
 
The regime’s psychic and material investment in this celebration suggests not only 

concealment, but also, in the regime’s own efforts to delineate a very specific and 

singular notion of both Iranian-ness and modernity, an attempt to evade losses and 

humiliations through its own exertion of colonial power in its rule over the diverse 

populations within Iran.  

                                            
204 Minoo Moallem, “The Revolution Will Not Be Fabricated.” Radical History Review 
105 (Fall 2009): 123-131. 
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 There are obvious parallels between this political situation in Iran and the 

thematic content of The Son of Iran. The representation of the Parthian king, for example, 

conforms rather closely to popular perceptions of the Shah as out of touch with regular 

Iranians. In Rahnema’s play-within-the-film, the playwright struggles to explain to his 

cast why he believes the Parthian king is doing what is best for his people. But in the 

struggle to explain, the playwright repeats the actions of the king insofar as he too is 

unable to understand the perspective of those with whom he works. The young Tehran 

actors do not understand why the playwright would choose to make a film about royalty 

when royalty are the source of contemporary problems, as one actor puts it. Yet beyond 

the thematic content of the film lies a more complex engagement with the politics of 

nation-building and the role that art, such as cinema, can play in such a project. It is 

specifically the emphasis on the process of producing art in The Son of Iran that signals 

the film itself as an alternative approach to understanding the relationship between art 

and political change.  

 In this vein, the strategies employed by Rahnema in The Son of Iran can be read 

as a meditation on some of the “theory and practice” issues that would concern Third 

Cinema. The film’s interest in resisting dominant and commercial modes of cinema, its 

critique of existing ideologies of nationalism, its thematization of the struggle for 

collective collaboration, and its demonstration that exploitation can occur even in the 

most intellectual of quarters makes The Son of Iran the ultimate Iranian example of Third 

Cinema. The Son of Iran also represents an example of the kinds of films that scholars 

hoped would continue the legacy of Third Cinema in the face of the increasing 

Eurocentrism of the Anglo-American academy. One of the motivations guiding the 
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organization of the pivotal Third Cinema Conference in Edinburgh in 1986 was to 

discuss whether “there is indeed a kind of international cinematic tradition which exceeds 

the limits of both the national-industrial cinemas and those of Euro-American as well as 

English cultural theories.”205 The conference booklet, alluding to the work of theorists of 

Third Cinema and Third World cinema, states:  

  This work is of fundamental importance today, not only because of its  
  ability  to unblock the dead-ends of 70s cultural theories, but also and  
  primarily because it opens out onto new practices of cinema: a cinema no  
  longer captivated by the mirror of dominance/independence or   
  commerce/art, but grounded in an understanding of the dialectical   
  relationship between social existence and cultural practice. The Edinburgh 
  Conference will address the relevance and the implications of such a  
  notion of Third Cinema.206  

The goals outlined by the conference organizers are positioned as a critique of what was 

characterized as an insufficiency on the part of European cultural theory in its approach 

to popular culture. This criticism was made in tandem with the proposal that, as Paul 

Willemen argues, “the notion of Third Cinema207 is far more relevant to contemporary 

cultural issues than any form of post-structural or any other kind of ‘post-’ theory.”208 It 

is safe to assume that this critique of the “post” does not explicitly include 

postcolonialism, which was then a burgeoning subfield of literary theory, given that the 

papers from the conference both engage with and are written by key thinkers associated 

with postcolonial studies, such as Edward Said and Homi Bhabha, respectively. Despite 

this inclusion, especially of Bhabha, the conference can be broadly understood as 
                                            
205 Paul Willemen, Questions of Third Cinema, 3. 
206 Ibid., 2. 
207 It should not go unnoticed that Willemen contrasts “Third Cinema,” as opposed to 
“theories of” Third Cinema to [post]structural theory. As a result, Third Cinema is 
interpreted as a cinematic practice that both generates its own cultural theory and 
produces films.  
208 Willemen, Questions of Third Cinema, 2. 
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implicitly hostile to postcolonial studies because of its perceived intimacy with the 

Eurocentrism of dominant cultural theory.209  

 Why would the first practitioners of the academic study of Third Cinema eschew 

postcolonial studies, a field occupied by very similar political concerns? One of the 

reasons might very well be that within the larger politics of the Anglo-American 

academy, scholars such as Willemen, Teshome Gabriel, Ella Shohat, and Hamid Naficy 

sought to affirm the provenance of critiques of imperialism within film studies, and 

within one of the global histories of cinema, namely Third Cinema, independent of the 

influence from literary studies.210 Thus it was initially through the concept of “Third 

Cinema,” emboldened by the legacy of anticolonial thought, that film studies engaged 

with economic exploitation, racism, and cultural hegemony. As I discuss in the 

introduction to this dissertation, Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino define Third 

Cinema as:  

  The cinema that recognizes in that struggle the most gigantic cultural,  
  scientific, and artistic manifestation of our time, the great possibility of  
  constructing a liberated personality with each people as the starting point – 
  in a word, the decolonization of culture.211 

                                            
209 “The Commitment to Theory,” Bhabha’s own paper from the conference, discusses 
precisely this issue and is where he introduces his concept of hybridity, or “Third Space.” 
It would take me too far afield from the concerns of this essay to pursue a thorough 
analysis of the relation of Bhabha’s Third Space to the concept of the third as I am 
developing it in this paper. In particular, I would contrast what I read as a stark 
demarcation in his work between the politics of aesthetics and the politics of the 
economic with my understanding of what the “third,” as a concept of cinematic 
signification, brings to the field of postcolonial cinema studies.  
210 It is, of course, also important to consider the relative youth of film studies as an 
institutionally entrenched discipline during this historical moment. It is unfortunate that 
recent collections of essays, such as Inventing Film Studies do not acknowledge or 
undertake an examination of the elision of questions of Third Cinema and 
postcolonialism in the development of the discipline. See Lee Grieveson and Haidee 
Wasson, eds. Inventing Film Studies. Durham, NC: Duke UP, 2008. 
211 Solanas and Getino,  “Towards a Third Cinema,” np. 
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In the context of the New Wave experimentation there is a triple “decolonization” or 

liberation taking place: the first is from the dominance of cultural imperialism (read as 

Hollywood), but the second (domestic commercial cinema read as a continuation of 

foreign influence) and third (the Pahlavi regime’s nation-building project) are equally 

important. It is through a rejection of the Pahlavi-specific notion of Iranian culture that 

the New Wave attempts to “join” the global collectivity implied by Solanas and Getino’s 

phrase, “with each people as the starting point.” Their phrase connotes that revolutionary 

acts of liberation such as the development of an alternative national cinema are of a 

double nature: they are first a form of domestic liberation and second a piece of a broader 

global movement. In this schema, each piece is of vital importance because each such 

occurrence is a “starting point.” Thus, as I argue throughout the dissertation, the New 

Wave is imperative for understanding 1) Iran’s contribution to the alternative and 

counter-cinemas of the 1960s and 1970s and 2) how we might arrive at a notion of 

“global cinema” that is quite apart from the notion that to be global means to move 

through the circuits of capital and be consumed in any number of malleable ways. The 

conveners of the Edinburgh Conference on Third Cinema sought to affirm a cinema that 

is “grounded in an understanding of the dialectical relationship between social existence 

and cultural practice.” It is my contention that there is a secondary dialectical relationship 

that such cinemas find themselves in: what I have described as a double “starting point” 

both at home and as part of a larger global movement. Without this second dialectic in 

motion, the notion of understanding the relationship between social existence and cultural 

practice strikes me as rather flat. The same might be said, on a very different register, of 

any number of cinemas. This notion of the dialectics of a Third Cinema does not appear 
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to have any specificity to Third Cinema itself. The second dialectic relationship, between 

the local and the global, strongly evokes Solanas and Getino’s original intention that 

Third Cinema can and ought to arise anywhere and everywhere. Of course, without the 

link to what the conference organizers call “social existence,” there is no Third Cinema, 

so it is perhaps helpful to envision the two dialectical relationships as permanently 

moving through the exact midway point of an eclipse. Neither one dominates because 

both must be equally in play in order to have visibility and effect.  

 In The Son of Iran, the double movement of homeland and the global orbits 

around the notion of Iran’s specificity and the search to understand the sources of 

national culture. The playwright seems to think—perhaps echoing the Pahlavi regime 

itself—that the solution for a problem in the present can be solved by an archaic, 

originary source of culture. The question that guides the plot of the play-within-the-film 

as well as the creative and social struggles faced by the protagonist and the other young 

people in his circle is “what is Iran?” or sometimes “who is Iran?” With this simple 

question, Rahnema demonstrates the intertwined fates of cinema and the nationalizing 

project. Naficy argues, “the return …to some originary culture, which some new-wave 

films seemed to long for, was also a key feature of the Shah’s attempts at creating an 

official syncretic national culture.”212 But films such as The Son of Iran explicitly 

foreground the question of this potential alliance between dissident/intellectual culture 

and the ideology of the Shah’s regime, making it difficult to discern whether the film 

“believes” in an expository treatment of origins or whether the entire debate is being put 

in question. The dilemma is dramatized by the production struggles of the play-within-the 

                                            
212 Naficy, A Social History, Volume 2, 368. 
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film. The playwright faces increasing resistance from his actors and crew over differing 

views on how much they should rehearse and the adequacy of their performances. The 

playwright is consistently unimpressed with what he perceives as a lack of subtlety in the 

actors’ ability to portray people of the Parthian era. After one intensely performed scene 

[Figure 2], he tells an actor, “Not bad. You were a bit dry.” He seems particularly intent 

on a specific image of the king and his commitment to this image provokes much ire 

among his cast. They do not understand why the playwright insists that the Parthian king 

is doing what he thinks is best for his people and his country. The actor is outraged at the 

playwright’s criticism and, during a confrontation in front of the whole cast [Figure 3], 

expresses his anger about having an empty stomach, and the long walk to the rehearsal 

space. He shouts that he is not a slave and implies that the remaining actors who will not 

walk out with him are slaves. After his departure, the playwright attempts to appeal to the 

remaining actors by saying that they need to coral energy even if they feel defeated, 

going so far as to compare the struggle felt by the cast to the historical struggle faced by 

the Parthians in their battle against the Greeks. The playwright’s belief that the archaic 

past is not only an influence and history that ought to be remembered but also a source of 

vitality is an explicit echo of Pahlavi modernism. When the actors in remark that Iran is 

an “old country,” the playwright continues to insist on the potential for the archaic to 

rejuvenate and renew.  
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Figure 4: Play rehearsal 
 

 
Figure 5: Confrontation between playwright and actor 
 
 The formal rhetoric of The Son of Iran serves to legitimize the notion that the 

archaic is a source of vitality, energy, and paradoxical “youth.” The most evident display 

of this position held by the film is the use of color film contrasted with the use of black-

and-white film, seen in both Figures 4 and 5, but also in the photograph/horn sequence 

depicted in Figure 1. The photograph/horn sequence and the rehearsals of the play are all 

associated with what is old: the past. These representations of the past are depicted in 

color. The scenes that take place in the film, however, are contemporary, such as the 

playwright’s writing scenes, the long opening walk through the Museum of Archaeology, 

and the scenes of discussion between various characters like the playwright’s girlfriend, 

his cast and crew, and the party in which young Iranians mingle with foreigners. We can 

call these sections of the film the contemporary and, somewhat paradoxically, these are 

depicted in black-and-white. Superficially, then, there might seem to be a suggestive 
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opposition between old and new, color and black-and-white. Certainly this use of color as 

a form of punctuation in an otherwise black-and-white film would conform to early uses 

of this opposition in Western cinema.213 But to merely claim that the contrasted use of 

color correlates with a diegetic or narrative contrast or opposition (here between the past 

and the present) would be to simplify the complexity with which color functions as equal 

parts an emotional, historical, and political category. And, in any case, in The Son of Iran 

there is no clear hierarchy or contrast between the past and the present; there is 

everywhere, at once, an understanding of the influence and presence of archaic Iran in 

contemporary Iran. The use of color in Rahnema’s film thus correlates with what Richard 

Misek calls “unmotivated chromatic hybridity.”214 Misek describes this use of color as an 

“emergent” cinematic practice, one that differed from the conventional use of 

interspersing black-and-white with color in a way that did not require explanation.215 

Rather, with unmotivated chromatic hybridity the randomly alternating use of color 

“reject[s] the various oppositional meanings conventionally given to black-and-white and 

color, they also reject the opposition itself.”216 Misek suggests that Pier Paolo Pasolini’s 

La Ricotta (1962) is prototypical for its use of unmotivated chromatic hybridity, with its 

vibrantly colored “live” recreations of tableaus and its black-and-white documentary style 

footage. Misek describes this use of color in La Ricotta as having “a faint historical 

                                            
213 See James L. Limbacher, Four Aspects of the Film. New York: Brussel and Brussel, 
1968. 
214 Richard Misek, Chromatic Cinema: A History of Screen Color. Malden, MA: Wiley 
Blackwell, 2010: 69. 
215 His use of the term “emergent” comes from Raymond Williams’ concept of the 
residual, dominant, and emergent, which, as I discuss in the Introduction to this 
dissertation, is interestingly complicated by the Iranian New Wave’s relationship to the 
past.  
216 Misek, Chromatic Cinema, 69. 
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afterimage of opposition,” an apt description for a film that shares a great deal with The 

Son of Iran in terms of the use of color.217 Perhaps most importantly, the historical 

emergence of this oppositional use of color in film is defined in the following manner:  

  Chromatic transitions occur independently of any other changes taking  
  place within the film. The relations that the films establish between black- 
  and-white and color cannot be explained by reference to story, character,  
  or theme.218 
 
It is on the latter points that this strategy for using color and black-and-white is 

oppositional to the conventional use of color found in Hollywood cinema, which might 

indicate a dream or some other space extra or other to the diegesis. To reject this 

conventional use of color and to create instead its own logic of function is to align color 

as an element within both film language and a film practice rooted firmly in radical social 

and political contexts. We can extrapolate this theory to consider the register on which 

the use of color in The Son of Iran is articulated. There is indeed a lack of plot-based 

explanation for the appearance of color, whether it is muted and somewhat 

monochromatic in the photograph/horn sequence or verdant and jewel-toned in the play-

within-the-film. If pushed, we might consider the association of color with the archaic 

past an ironic form of nostalgia. By putting the past in color, Rahnema makes extreme the 

past as a living component of contemporary Iranian thought. The monochromatic scenes 

suggest that this past is always present as memory, whereas the association of the vibrant 

colors with the theater performances might suggest the desire for a return. The degree of 

saturation in the theater performances might then be the excessive attempt to make real 

what is lost and passed.  

                                            
217 Ibid. 
218 Ibid., 69. 
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 There is another reading of the colored scenes of the past, which lies in the 

political work of making cinema a viable art form in Iran. Peter Chelkowski writes that 

cinema faced such strong opposition in Iran not only because it was a foreign medium, 

but because it lacked a connection with the former socio-religious modalities of life.219 

This connection is clearly predicated on the valorization of realism. Because 

entertainment in Iran (until the early twentieth century) was largely comprised of 

“indigenous productions intrinsically connected with the rhythm of the religious and 

social life of all the people,” the necessary link to realism is not entirely surprising.220  

Chelkowski quotes film critic Bahman Maghsoudlou who argues that Iranian cinema has 

failed to connect “a blend of traditional village life and customs, or the richness of 

Persian art forms and ways of the past, with a western film medium.”221 The search for 

the specificity of Iranian cinema is based on an a priori assumption that the act of 

representation can simply lift out of reality what it needs for a fine-grained textual 

realism. This desire for realism makes clear the conundrum of creating a counter-cinema 

in Iran. Filmmakers like Rahnema must both contend with the demand for a cinema of 

realism as a true cinema, while at the same time attempting to destroy the dominance of a 

cinema of continuity. The New Wave was especially damaged by such assumptions, not 

only because it was the first movement that attempted to create a new film language but 

also because of the spectre of filmfarsi. In promoting what were seen as lewd values (both 

the depiction of immodestly dressed women on screen and the appearance of women in 

                                            
219 Chelkowski, “Popular Entertainment, Media and Social Change in Twentieth-Century 
Iran.” The Cambridge History of Iran, Volume 7. Eds. P. Avery, G.R.G. Hambly, C. 
Melville. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991: 793. 
220 Ibid. 
221 Ibid., 803. 
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public attending the cinema), filmfarsi created spectacular and hysterical public opinion 

on matters cinematic. So disappointing was filmfarsi with its inability to be taken 

seriously that the road to attaining an artistic gravitas seemed impossible for cinema. 

Enter Rahnema’s use of color. It is contrapuntal not in its formal affect—since it appears 

within the film’s logic of counterpoint and heterogeneity, this aspect of it does not stand 

out—but in the cultural work it performs in legitimizing cinema. In making the scenes of 

the archaic past richly colorful, the film does not suggest they are real, or even realistic 

since the theatrical acting is rather exaggerated, but affirms this historical desire for the 

real through a return to the past. What Maghsoudlou mourns as Iranian cinema’s failure 

to “blend” the artifacts and affects of Iranian-ness with a Western medium is recuperated 

by the film’s realization of this link with the past. The jolt of the color scenes then 

elevates the viewer to an encounter with the textually impenetrable: while the scenes and 

their themes may be familiar, their appearance in this form—counter-cinema—is not, and 

thus it is through Brechtian alienation that the viewer may give the film a chance of being 

considered “art.” It is this very slippery ground between reality and artifice on which the 

Iranian New Wave forged its language. 

 Rahnema’s film arrives close to the end of the Pahlavi period of Iranian history. 

Released only three years shy of the Revolution, The Son of Iran represents both the 

culmination of years of experimentation, beginning with The House is Black in 1962, as 

well as the beginning of a new kind of cinema. In the following chapter, I explore two 

other examples of this new, Iranian counter-cinema, The Mongols (dir. Parviz Kimiavi, 

1974) and The Sealed Soil (dir. Marva Nabili, 1977). These two films continue the 

exploration of an alternative national cinema by focusing specifically on cinema’s 
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interaction with the problem of collectivity. Nabili’s film, in particular, provides a formal 

line of continuity with the post-1979 period that challenges existing theories of film form 

in Iranian cinema. 
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Chapter Three 

 

 

The Politics of Form in The Mongols and The Sealed Soil  

 

In this chapter, I examine two New Wave films, Mogholha/The Mongols (1973) and 

Khake Sar be Mohr/The Sealed Soil (1977), which articulate the politics of form in pre-

revolutionary Iranian cinema using the techniques of counter-cinema. Both films 

illuminate the specificity of the Iranian New Wave in relation to two overlapping debates 

in the study of non-Western cinemas: 1) what constitutes Third Cinema and 2) the 

politics of form as it relates to the realism-modernism debate. Through close readings of 

The Mongols and The Sealed Soil, I argue that the formal strategies of the New Wave 

expand our understanding of the Third Cinema debates and force us to rethink the 

historiography of form within Iranian art cinema.  

 I examine the first debate, on the question of what constitutes a Third Cinema, in 

relation to The Mongols. This debate is concerned with determining the type of cinematic 

image that is best able to articulate the people’s political struggle, out of which the 

properly revolutionary image is born. One of the main questions asks whether this type of 

cinema should maintain its closeness to the people’s experiences by functioning as what 

Teshome Gabriel calls a “guardian of popular memory,” or whether invention, fantasy, 

surrealism, and oppositionality, as examples of forms of radical cinema, are better suited 

to articulate the formation of a national culture.222 It is entirely possible, I contend, that 

                                            
222 See Teshome Gabriel, “Popular Memory.” 
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the discourse of Third World cinema assumes an artificial division between so-called 

popular memory and oppositional cinema. If, as in the case of The Mongols, a film is 

prescient of a political and social struggle (The Mongols arrived five full years before 

what became the Iranian Revolution really developed), then it is possible the film is 

imagining this impending transformation, and therefore relying on non-realist 

representation. This is, in many ways, another version of The House is Black’s projection 

of a collectivity to come, insofar as the outcome and makeup of the transformation is as 

yet unclear. The question of what constitutes Third Cinema is also intimately connected 

with the practice of allegory, which is thematized in The Mongols through the 

comparison of the medium of television with the Mongol invasions. The question of the 

protagonist’s visions becomes especially important for thinking about how the problems 

of an individual artist are mapped onto the problematic of the nation through allegory. In 

the Iranian version of counter-cinema, allegory is a way of giving form to the contrasting 

tensions that emerge in the struggle to form a new, liberated national culture. The film 

illuminates Fredric Jameson’s contention that allegory is “profoundly discontinuous, a 

matter of breaks and heterogeneities, of the multiple polysemia of the dream rather than 

the homogenous representation of the symbol.”223  

 The second debate, on realism versus modernism, pertains to both The Mongols 

and The Sealed Soil. In the context of film scholarship on Iran, realism has been largely 

understood as what Jameson calls a “term of value.” In contrast, Jameson notes that in the 

context of filmmaking and art in the 1960s realism was a “term of reproach,” for it 

referenced the Hollywood tradition. This attitude is explicit in The Mongols and to a 

                                            
223 Jameson, “Third World Literature,” 73. 
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lesser extent can also be found in The Sealed Soil. In the Iranian New Wave more 

broadly, the reproach of realism is certainly on the table, so to speak, beginning with 

Farrokhzad and The House is Black. Yet the terms of the debate over realism versus 

modernism in Iranian cinema also invoke the other attitude to realism, that is, its 

identification with value. Jameson elaborates: 

  On the left, however, realism will be saluted as a conquest of reality and a  
  weapon in cognitive struggle; and we may assume that in the Third World, 
  whose intellectual perspectives are generally left-wing ones, the term has  
  much the same positive value. Yet the Third World is also (traditionally) a 
  modernizing place, and the imported form which is the novel is fully as  
  much a component of modernization as the importation of automobiles.  
  All of which leads us to yet another paradox: namely, that genuine   
  realism, taken at the moment of its emergence, is a discovery process,  
  which, with its emphasis on the new and the hitherto unreported,   
  unrepresented, and unseen, and its notorious subversion of inherited ideas  
  and genres (the Quijote!), is in fact itself a kind of modernism, if not the  
  latter’s first form.224 
 

Although Jameson’s comments focus strictly on the novel, he invokes film in order to 

demonstrate how crucial the medium has been to this debate between realism and 

modernism.225 His comments on the emergence of realism as a discovery also resonate 

quite profoundly with the theorizations of realism emerging from the Italian neorealist 

movement, a tradition that has been especially influential on “Third World” cinema, 

including that of Iran. Without digressing to a micro-examination of the realism-

modernism debate in neorealist thought, allow me to say that a text like Cesare 

Zavattini’s “Some Ideas on the Cinema” (1953) emphasizes the “discovery” element of 

which Jameson speaks by referring to the “excavation” of facts and realism as a process 

                                            
224 Fredric Jameson, “Antinomies of the Realism-Modernism Debate.” Modern Language 
Quarterly 73.3 (September 2012): 476. 
225 Film is also an “imported form.”  
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of (slow) analysis.226 Nevertheless, in referring to realism as a “term of value,” Jameson 

alludes to how realism has also been used as reactionary armor. This is certainly the case 

in terms of the desire for realism that I have discussed in the context of Iranian cinema. 

The utter spectacle of filmfarsi and melodrama produced a long-term effect seen in the 

restrictions on representation that came with the establishment of the Islamic Republic of 

Iran. The morality guiding those regulations turned, in part, on the notion that to move 

away from realism would result in a corrupted national psyche. This need for realism 

tended to focus on the representation of women and heterosexual relations, assuming a 

direct causal link between representation and social behavior.  

 However, Jameson might be quick in lumping the “Third World” with the left 

over the matter of realism as a “term of value.” When discussing the notion of the value 

of realism he invokes a large, abstract category of “left” and implies the only exception to 

that use of realism (as value) is found in “the filmmakers and aestheticians of the 1960s” 

for whom realism is “a term of reproach and opprobrium; for them it means 

Hollywood.”227 He then sets up an opposition between those filmmakers and the left and 

the Third World, creating, as it were, an unnecessary antinomy. I say it is unnecessary, 

and perhaps even a bit arbitrary, because as we saw in the first two chapters of this 

dissertation (and will see with The Mongols), the filmmakers of the New Wave possessed 

an attitude of reproach toward realism. Moreover, Iranian cinema of the 1960s and 1970s 

would very much be part of “Third World” cultural production. I make this amendment 

to Jameson’s exclusion of the Third World from the phrase “filmmakers and aestheticians 

                                            
226 See Cesare Zavattini, “Some Ideas on the Cinema.” Trans. Pier Luigi Lanza. Sight and 
Sound 23.2 (1953): 64-9. 
227 Jameson, “Antinomies,” 476. 
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of the 1960s” because to understand the context of the realism-modernism debate in Iran 

we have to first see that realism is both a term of value and a term of reproach. But to 

further complicate things, being both valued and reproached does not necessarily give 

realism a dual status in the Iranian context. The reason for this has to do with the source 

of each attitude. The question of value seems to stem mainly from film criticism and 

historiography, both of which seem to unquestionably ascribe to realism a value from the 

perspective of film audiences as well. Realism as a method to be reproached, on the other 

hand, stems from the more radical subset of the New Wave with filmmakers such as 

Farrokhzad, Golestan, Rahnema, and Kimiavi. Film critics often accused these figures of 

making films that were too textually and stylistically complex for Iranian audiences. 

Rather than having a dual status, then, in Iran the question of realism is the object of 

dueling perspectives on cinema and politics.  

 The attitude to realism coming from Iran’s most oppositional filmmakers aligns 

with radical film movements in the West, such as the nouvelle vague, to whom Jameson 

imputes the following attitude: 

  Realism either encouraged acceptance of the status quo by way of its  
  stereotypes or left no place for political pedagogy, owing to its mimesis of  
  a paralyzed world in which political action seemed impossible or   
  inconceivable.228 
 
However, the New Wave seems to share this attitude about dominant cinema because 

although filmfarsi certainly reinforced the status quo, it was not necessarily realistic. The 

avoidance of realism by many New Wave filmmakers thus in some ways set the stage for 

an intriguing alternative cinema that might “skip” the pervasiveness of realism as it 

                                            
228 Ibid., 477. 



   

 153 

occurred in Western cinema.  We arrive then at another crucial distinction highlighted by 

Jameson: 

  Political defenders of antimodernist realisms denounced the increasing  
  subjectivization of modern art and the latter’s formal exclusion of class  
  and political realities that were no longer visible within the lived   
  experience of Western writers and artists.229 
 

Iranian experimental and art cinema is no stranger to such accusations as evidenced by 

the at times indifferent and often hostile response to films such as The Mongols and The 

Sealed Soil. Discussing the use of Persian miniature painting as a model for composition 

and framing in The Sealed Soil, Hamid Naficy concludes:  

  The application of these principles to cinema did not prove entirely  
  successful; literal and didactic, the work smacks of a theoretical   
  justification after the fact…[W]hile the activities are ethnographic, the  
  shots are bereft of ethnographic understanding, turning villagers’ actions  
  into ritualized behavior. The principles as employed here certainly   
  discourage any emotional involvement with the characters, but they do not 
  necessarily promote an understanding of their sociopolitical situations.230 
 

This analysis suggests that “ritualized behavior”—a term that would indicate 

performance or artifice—has no place in the context of a film ostensibly “about” village 

life. Furthermore, the notion that “ethnographic understanding” should be a goal and that 

it is one that cannot be attained through the “theoretical” seems to suggest a critical 

longing for a kind of social realism, one that, following Jameson, has affinities with both 

naturalism and socialist realism.  

 It is vital here to specify further what I mean by connecting a “skipped” stage of 

realist-saturation on Iranian screens with the push for an anti-modernist realism of the 

                                            
229 Ibid. 
230 Naficy, A Social History, Volume 2, 376. 
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kind described above. One explanation is that New Wave filmmakers were part of a 

cosmopolitan circuit of travel between Iran and Europe and that their strictly cinematic 

influences were responsible for this anti-realist thrust. Another explanation is that this 

group of New Wave filmmakers were taking great formal, aesthetic, and political risks  

during a time in which audiences were not accustomed to this kind of risk taking in 

cinema, and were not even accustomed to cinema as an art form. All New Wave films in 

fact invoke the “real” even when it is put through the transformations of narrative 

intransitivity, unpleasure, estrangement and other such strategies of counter cinema. The 

structure of experimental New Wave films thus tells us a great deal about their relative 

investments in the notion of realism as a form of politics, with one crucial difference 

from how the anti-modernists understand realism: that perhaps in its purest form realism 

is articulated as a question. Jameson arrives at this conclusion in his discussion of 

literature, stating “realism would then name any narrative that is organized, not around 

the question of the ‘real’ or of ‘reality’ (philosophical questions), but around the very 

interrogation of realism and the realistic itself.”231 Texts such as The Son of Iran and The 

Mongols seem to embody this type of realism as Jameson has described it, for they 

foreground also the matters of estrangement and experimentalism, chancing the critique 

of both, even when their films operate precisely through these devices.  

The Mongols 

 Mogholha/The Mongols (1973) was written and directed by Parviz Kimiavi, a 

crucial figure of the New Wave. Kimiavi’s work, like that of Fereydoun Rahnema, is 

more overtly experimental and modernist than the widely discussed directors of the New 

                                            
231 Jameson, “Antinomies,” 478-9. 
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Wave. Kimiavi trained at the Institut des Haute Études Cinématographiques in France 

and later worked for a number of years for French television. Upon his return to Iran, he 

worked for the National Iranian Radio and Television (NIRT), where he made 

documentaries and feature films. The Mongols, as with his short film P-e mesl-e 

Pelikan/P as in Pelican (1972), is a meditation on the motifs of Iranian history that have 

been at the core of Iran’s imagination of itself as well as a fixture in the work of dissident 

artists. These motifs include invasion from other cultures, ruins, sage-like figures, and the 

depiction of traditional Iranian arts. Kimiavi’s location of the technological present 

(television, cinema) in the ancient past (the Mongol invasion, early forms of cinema) in 

The Mongols is also found in his Master’s thesis, Perse et Lanterne Magique, which is a 

reading of the Iranian film industry framed by Omar Khayyam’s discussion of the magic 

lantern.232  

 In The Mongols these motifs from the ancient past appear in the film through an 

allegory of the Mongol invasion of Iran, which occurred between 1219 and 1222. The 

allegory supposes that Iran’s self-conception, even in the twentieth century, is bound with 

anxiety over these invasions of the archaic past. The mid-twentieth century is marked as 

the time of the diegesis primarily through the protagonist’s (played by Kimiavi himself 

and hereafter referred to as Parviz) job as a television producer/aspiring filmmaker. 

Television functions in the film as the medium through which an encounter with both 

cinema and the historical Mongol invasions is considered. The protagonist, Parviz, works 

for a television station that is producing a program on the history of cinema. Parviz 

spends a lot of his time reading books about the history of cinema, particularly early 

                                            
232 Parviz Kimiavi, Perse et lanterne magique (MA thesis, Institut des Haute Études 
Cinématographiques, 1970). 
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forms of cinema such as the Kinetoscope and the Praxinoscope. At the same time, his 

wife is writing a dissertation on the Mongol invasion. The act of writing the dissertation 

occupies a central role in the film, marking “writing” as another form that is thematized 

in the film. We often see Parviz’s wife seated at her typewriter; there are many shots of 

her fingers typing as well as shots of the words that she is writing. Even more dominant 

and foregrounded is her voiceover narration of the sentences of her dissertation. This 

voiceover occurs not only when there is an image of her writing but also in other scenes 

where the typewriter is not present. In addition to his work (his hopes of being a 

filmmaker) the television station that employs Parviz asks him to travel to the remote 

desert town of Zahedan to supervise the installation of microwave transmission towers. 

While he is in Zahedan, the Mongols from his wife’s dissertation appear to him.  

 There are several elements of The Mongols that invite consideration of the Third 

Cinema question; I select the most pertinent in terms of locating Iranian cinema within a 

broader, international political cinema. These are: the film’s interest in staging the 

encounter between the filmmaker and the “people”; the relationship of the personal (by of 

narrating a protagonist’s story) to the political project of the nation; and the effect of a 

foreign medium (in this case, television) on the development of a national culture. 
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Figure 1: First shot of The Mongols 
 

 
Figure 2: A close-up in The Mongols 
 

 The Mongols opens with a medium shot of a group of Iranian Turkoman men 

[Figure 1]. They are dressed in traditional Turkoman clothing and speak with an accent, 

identifying them as Turkoman. The first is framed in a manner reminiscent of a 

photograph; the camera does not move, nor do any of the subjects within the frame 

[Figure 1]. This still quality of the film shot emphasizes what throughout the scene is 

emphasized as the Turkoman people’s Otherness. After a few moments a voiceover 

states, “I need a few men to play in the desert. We’re making a film…cinema.” The men 

continue to stare into the camera as the voice continues to describe what he needs: “You 

will be performers.” The film cuts to a close-up of one of the men, who looks directly 
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into the camera [Figure 2]. There is another man to the left of the frame. The depth of 

field is fairly shallow, but it is detailed enough to see that the man in the background is 

looking at the man in the foreground, perhaps trying to see what Parviz, his crew, and his 

camera see. The next shot cuts back to the entire group, while the voiceover says, “We 

will be in the desert…in Kashan, in Yazd.” The distance implied by these two cities 

(approximately 250 miles) hints at the ambitious grandeur of the project as Parviz has 

imagined it, particularly because the other location that will become important in the 

film—Zahedan—is an additional 535 miles southeast of Yazd.   

 The film then cuts back to a different medium shot of the same group of men. 

Parviz’s voiceover says, “I need some Mongols,” to which one of the men in the front 

row reacts with a frown. His expression goes from placid to concerned, as if to suggest 

that he was willing to participate in what had to that point sounded like a simple job—to 

perform in a desert. The use of the word Moghol (Mongol) both conjures a menacing past 

and suggests a profound misrecognition of the men in front of the camera. This 

misrecognition is emphasized slightly later in this sequence. Parviz continues, “Mongol 

faces. Yes, that’s it. Look back there,” and all the men turn to their left, “now over 

here…that’s enough. Not too much.” Then something in Parviz’s tone suggests that he 

begins speaking to another member of his crew, rather than directly to the would-be 

actors. He points out a specific man in the back row to his colleague, and then asks the 

man, “What’s your name?” and he responds, “Idris.” Throughout the scene, there seems 

to be an oscillation between seeing each member of this group individually (via a close-

up or a verbal direct address) and lumping the men into a homogeneous group by virtue 

of their seeming otherness, particularly from the point-of-view of Parviz’s crew, who at 
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this point are only identified by their Tehran accents and manner, as well as their 

possession of film equipment. The identity of the actors and the notion of the 

performative come into question when Parviz states, “Now, you’re Mongols. You will 

say: we are Mongols. Don’t say ‘we’re Turkomen’.” This last sentence—the admonition 

of asserting one’s own identity—is conveyed by a mocking tone on the part of Parviz. He 

seems to make this statement because there is a rumbling of confusion among the men, 

who, thinking they have been misidentified start to say, “we’re Turkomen.” Thus when 

Parviz says “Don’t say we’re Turkomen, we’re Turkomen,” his tone mimics what has 

just been said, but in a manner that suggests their need to assert their identity is somehow 

pathetic in its urgency. This is further emphasized when he continues by saying, “You 

just have to walk...quickly and slowly, run, and jump. We will take some photos.” It 

suggests a frustration on the part of the Tehran-based director, who cannot understand 

why in the face of a seemingly simple task—run, jump—the men must nevertheless 

assert their identities. It is a power struggle between the director as boss and the actors for 

hire, but it is also more than this. It is plausible, given the history of the Iranian film 

industry and the fact that this film is thinking about this very history, that these men are 

not actors but rather laborers whose labor will be to work/act as actors. Beyond the 

power struggle, this brief moment in the opening sequence suggests a tension stemming 

from the political and social power of the Tehran group versus the more marginalized 

position of the Turkomen, who are an ethnic minority. Furthermore, their minority 

position seems especially highlighted in relation to the reference to the historical 

Mongols, by whom the Turkomen were also threatened.  
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 The opening sequence of The Mongols highlights some of the most important 

questions of non-Western political film, or Third Cinema, chief among them the 

relationship between the filmmaker (or intellectual/artist) and the “people,” here 

portrayed as the actors of the film but also standing in for the social distance between the 

filmmaker (urban elite) and rural populations, tribes, and ethnic/linguistic/cultural 

minorities. The sequence also foreshadows how the remainder of the film will tease out 

the questions of Third Cinema where they rub against “second” cinema, or a more 

European notion of counter-cinema.233  

 The relationship between the filmmaker (as intellectual in the Fanonian sense) 

and the people is an encounter that is often central to the formation of an alternative 

national project. This encounter is allegorized in The Mongols through the depiction of 

the filmmaker’s relationship to the actors in his film. This allegory is of a dual nature 

because it also stages an encounter between the privileged, urban, Persian speaking 

intellectual and a group of minority Iranians who are racialized. The opening sequence of 

the film is the first of several instances in which The Mongols stages the historical 

struggle to assert a singular Persian ethnic identity within the geographical boundaries of 

what is now known as Iran. The Mongol invasion in particular highlights this struggle 

because it constitutes one of three (along with the Greek and Arab invasions) extremely 

important foreign invasions of Iran insofar as the historical events occupy a large 

proportion of the nation’s imaginary. The discourse on the Mongol invasion in particular 

                                            
233 Second cinema, as described by Solanas and Getino, is not necessarily the same thing 
as “counter-cinema,” at least in the terms conceptualized by Wollen. The two sometimes 
overlap though certainly not in every case. Concerning the Iranian New Wave, I argue 
that where we see “second cinema” strategies, they almost always turn on a politics of 
counter-cinema, which is why the Iranian case is so crucial for expanding both of these 
categories, as well as that of Third Cinema. 
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foregrounds the fear of maintaining a “consolidated” or pure “Iranian” identity in the face 

of foreign, regional power. It is particularly interesting that the Mongol invasion is 

explored in the context of a film that is, ostensibly, about writing because it is stated that 

poets and writers working especially within gnostic or spiritual traditions were threatened 

during/by the Mongol invasion. Thus the film is also asking a question about writing – 

not just history, but how to create/write with a medium that contains within it a degree of 

devaluation of what is particular to one’s language, tradition, belief, etc. In other words, 

how can an Iranian version of cinema maintain its Iranian-ness in the face of an invading 

power (Hollywood, the dominant global system of representation?) with the ability to 

destroy the specificity of this particular kind of writing?   

  For the remainder of this opening sequence, whose end is marked by the titles of 

the film inscribed on the bodies of the Turkomen actors, Parviz asks the men to look this 

way and that way, and has them run toward the camera. We see at least one shot of Parviz 

in front of the camera interacting with the men. Perhaps most importantly, the men are 

captured in a freeze frame as they run toward the camera. We can see the use of the 

freeze frame here as both a citation of film history (Les 400 coups) but also as a way to 

signal the cinematographic version of history with which the film is concerned. In other 

words, this gesture—freezing the men who will be actors—is a visualization of Parviz’s 

plans for the film: he is already seeing these men in his film, which does not yet exist. 

The cinematographic notion of history might also mean that the freeze-frame is 

foreshadowing how Parviz will think about history—as frames within his film. When he 

thinks of the Mongol history that his wife teaches him, he is only able to see it in 

fantastically surreal filmic form (including a compellingly absurd image of the Mongols 
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chasing Parviz through the desert). This cinematographic understanding of history is 

particularly important for the Iranian New Wave. One of the questions this type of image 

poses is whether cinema is remembered as a reflection of history or whether cinema itself 

has created Iranian history insofar as the two domains (cinema, history) have become 

confused and intermingled. No longer running parallel, their paths have crossed and 

uncrossed.   

 The circuitous relationship between a historical memory and its 

projection/reflection on screen is suggestive of the legacy of the Mongol invasions on the 

Iranian national psyche. The second invasion (in 1253) resulted in the establishment of 

the Mongol Ilkhan empire in Iran, one of the few centralized dynasties in Iranian history. 

It is highly significant that the subject of Kimiavi’s analogy with the invasion of Western 

media (via the television) is the Mongol invasions of Iran. As historian Homa Katouzian 

notes: 

  …[T]he greatest disaster that befell Iran, greater by far than   
  any other single event in Iranian history, was those two major   
  invasions, and especially the first, which had no other    
  motive than death, destruction, and plunder.234  
 
Katouzian cites Ala’ al-Din Joveini, the historian whose text appears frequently in the 

dissertation being written in The Mongols, as the “most authoritative historian” of the 

destruction of cities and the widespread massacres that occurred at the hands of the 

Mongols. The second Mongol invasion into Iran, led by Genghis Khan’s grandson 

Holagu (who later became Ilkhan) ruled Iran from 1260 to 1340. Katouzian writes that 

the great Persian poets Sa’adi, Rumi, and Hafiz were contemporaries of Holagu and lived 

on the fringes of the Ilkan empire. It is especially relevant to note Sa’adi’s presence here, 

                                            
234 Katouzian, The Persians, 100. 
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for in his work the poet celebrated the peace that came after the first Mongol invasion, 

not knowing another was soon to come.235 It is worth noting this point to mark what can 

be described as a kind of anti-imperialist writing contemporaneous to this monumental 

historical event.236 Kimiavi seizes on the Mongols precisely because of the threat they 

embody in the national imaginary as a foreign influence deteriorating the coherence of 

the nation.  

 The influence of the past, the struggles of the present, and the alliance of a 

singular artistic vision with collective experience are questions that The Mongols largely 

explores through the narrative device of the dream and/or hallucination, which is 

conveyed through montage. The specific use of montage in the film correlates with 

Sergei Eisenstein’s famous emphasis on a dialectical process enabled through 

collision.237 The film is edited so that all the “times” taking place in the film collide into 

one in a kind of super-imposition of time. In a discussion of the final scene of Ousmane 

Sembene’s Xala (1968), in which the protagonist El Hadj undergoes the ritual of 

removing his xala, Jameson states that the “representational space of the narrative is 

lifted to a new generic realm, which reaches back to touch the powers of the archaic even 

as it foretells the utopian destruction of the fallen present in the mode of prophecy.”238 

This strikes me as a plausible reading of the tension between “the Mongols” and 

“television” within the narrative of The Mongols. The tension is a kind of temporal shift 

                                            
235 Ibid., 102. 
236 For more on the details of Sa’adi’s writings on the Mongols, particularly his advice to 
the historian Joveini, see Katouzian, The Persians, 102-103. 
237 See Sergei Eisenstein, “A Dialectical Approach to Film Form,” in Film Sense. Trans. 
Jay Leyda, San Diego: Harcourt Brace & Company, 1949: 45-63.  
238 Jameson, “Third World Literature,” 84. 
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between the “archaic,” and the future (the resistance to television; the erosion of cinema), 

as well the present—the contemporaneous state of television in Pahlavi Iran.  

 In her discussion of location in Iranian art cinema, Mehrnaz Saeed-Vafa suggests 

an allegorical reading of The Mongols based on its editing: 

  Kimiavi juxtaposes images of the ruins near Tabas, of the desert and  
  desert towns with their treasures and of TV antennae, to remind the  
  audience of a spiritual, cultural and historical loss. The non-realistic style,  
  emphasized by editing, creates a fragmented world controlled by the film- 
  maker’s imagination. The way the different images occupy—and attack--  
  the filmmaker’s mind resembles the real historical forces – whether the  
  Mongols or Western culture—that colonized Iran and its culture. In a  
  sense, by using different places in Iran for their mythological, historical,  
  psychological and spiritual meanings and character, Kimiavi identifies  
  himself with his homeland and what it has endured.”239 
 

What Saeed-Vafa seems to imply is that the result of the film’s use of Sergei Eisenstein’s 

notion of montage as a dialectic process is in fact a reminder and an affirmation of the 

status of these historical events.240 Rather than the process of identification that this 

reading implies (and that Saaed-Vafa states is taking place for the diegetic Parviz), the 

collision strikes me as a commentary on the obstacles for the formation of a national 

culture. When, for example, in a dream, Parviz looks out his window with a gun aimed at 

the “Mongols,” he is not lamenting the loss of an originary Iranian culture at the hands of 

Mongol (or Western) culture. Instead, he is drawing attention to the contemporaneous 

discourses on the use of cinema as a potent weapon in liberating a culture from its 

ideological shackles.  

                                            
239 Mehrnaz Saeed-Vafa, “Location (Physical Space) and Cultural Identity in Iranian 
Films” in The New Iranian Cinema: Politics, Representation and Identity, ed. Richard 
Tapper (London: I.B. Tauris, 2000): 213-214 
240 See Sergei Eisenstein, Film Form: Essays in Film Theory. Trans. Jay Leyda. London: 
Dennis Dobson, 1951.  
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* * * 

 Through Parviz’s personal trials, The Mongols performs another key feature of 

Third Cinema by using an individual experience to engage a larger social issue. As in The 

Son of Iran, the question of the personal story as allegory for a national problem is 

brought to bear on romantic, heterosexual relationships. As we saw in the preceding 

chapter with The Son of Iran, the figure of woman, especially as mother/non-mother 

threads through the way the New Wave conceives of its alternative national project. One 

scene in The Mongols in particular illuminates this trope. Parviz and his wife are in bed 

with their arms wrapped around each other, seemingly naked, and under a white sheet. 

Suddenly, he is overcome by visions of the Mongols and stops. They roll away from each 

other and he asks her to tell him about the Mongols. The way that he asks “tell me about 

the Mongols” also figures a mother-child relationship in which the child might ask “tell 

me about my birth” or how you met my father, or some other kind of origin story. Thus 

the threat of an invasion here also suggests the precipice of (re)-birth. When Parviz’s wife 

responds by saying, “The Mongols, always the Mongols,” it is not just a statement of 

domestic malaise, nor of boredom with her dissertation topic but about the return of 

particular types of fears of the Other that haunt the national imaginary. In this film, the 

fear plays out via the protagonist’s visions. When he interrupts their foreplay, it not only 

suggests a failure to copulate, but is also a tongue-in-cheek critique of a failure of the 

heteronormative reproduction of the nation. This failure correlates with Iran’s anxieties 

over how to maintain its individuality within the anxious 1970s. This failure to begin and 

end, as it were, speaks more to the multifarious anti-regime struggles and their attendant 

visions of collectivity than to providing evidence that the two are “bored with each other 
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personally.”241 If the “Mongols” as spectre of history steps in the place of intimacy 

(whether as dream, hallucination, desire, or anxiety), we might consider how their effect 

on singular acts of relation (such as the couple-form) are fractals of a broader 

phenomenon: the inability to conceptualize a form of collectivity outside the reach of 

these and other spectres. It is an allegory about the internal anxiety over reproducing the 

nation and the histories that need to be written in order to enlist this reproduction as a 

collective project (albeit one ordered by the state). This allegory occurs in the form of the 

married couple’s inability to relate to each other. Parviz’s wife’s writing of history—the 

material that Parviz is mining for the production of his film—is also a critique of how 

women are expected to reproduce the nation. This reproduction is physical, in the form of 

offspring, but in the film it is metaphorically expressed via the act of writing history—

and by a childless married woman. Men, however, are expected to shape that nation, by 

creating a work of art. The question of reproduction highlights the presence of women in 

the intellectual sphere of Iranian culture by pointing to how presence does not necessarily 

correlate with equal status.   

 One of the things that Kimiavi explores in this film is the question of his chosen 

medium (film) for either the articulation of a “people” or the formation of a national 

cinema. In other words, when the medium in question is film, there are a set of 

conventions (lighting, framing, etc.) that are borrowed. Thus the filmmaker must 

immediately contend with the difficulty of articulating the specificity of Iran within what 

is essentially a foreign medium. The dilemma over cinema’s appropriateness is 

highlighted by its collision with television. Although it is conventional to consider 

                                            
241 Naficy, A Social History, Volume 2, 391. 
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television a “lower” form than cinema, the history of television in Iran until the mid-

1970s might force a re-consideration of this status. Not only was possessing a television a 

status symbol, but television programs were one venue through which the “higher” arts 

were explored. At the same time, cinema, which is generally considered an art form in the 

West, was considered nothing more than a truly low form of entertainment. Peter 

Chelkowski points out that television was the means by which some traditional art forms 

re-entered national culture, such as the shahr-i firang.242 This is rather different from the 

emergence of cinema. As I discuss in the previous chapter, the form in which cinema was 

received—in public, collectively—and the social practices it introduced (women in 

public, mixed sex audiences) made cinema an immediate object of scrutiny, censorship, 

and regulation. Television, which by definition was a more private, intimate medium did 

not present the same problems. In The Mongols there is an ironic tension between high 

and low art, cinema and television, which works through the differences of each 

medium’s domestic emergence and the potentials and pitfalls of each. The film presents 

this dichotomy rather directly in the diegesis through the depiction of Parviz’s workplace, 

a television station. It is only there, via the television program on the history of cinema, 

that Parviz has any coherent sense of the medium of cinema. The suggestion is that 

television is an educational form and perhaps one through which cinema’s reputation can 

be redeemed. Elsewhere (away from the station), Parviz opens a book on early cinema 

forms and is taken away by surrealistic images of Mongols appearing within the primitive 

machines. These shots, in which the Mongols are superimposed on the pages of the film 

history book, and “come to life” by leaping out of the pages, suggest that cinema is a 

                                            
242 Chelkowski, “Popular Entertainment,” 811-12.  
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medium that allows us to understand the past by animating it. Of course, Parviz never 

comes to any understanding and all his efforts are circular repetitions with no resolution. 

This inability of the artist/intellectual to understand history through his chosen medium is 

more forcefully argued through a comparison with what the Mongols of Parviz’s dreams 

understand of the two forms. When the Mongols appear in the desert (in Parviz’s 

visions), they keep asking, “what is cinema?” and “what is he talking about?” but they 

are completely enchanted by television, as well as by the audio recording of Anna Karina 

singing from the soundtrack of Jean-Luc Godard’s Pierrot le fou (1965). We should 

consider these tensions a rumination on the method of dissemination best suited for social 

change. Indeed, the “Mongols” who do not understand cinema are not Mongols at all, but 

contemporary ethnic minority Iranians—part of the large abstract notion of the Iranian 

“people.” Therefore, Parviz’s professional dilemmas expressed as a frustration with 

television and a desire for cinema are an allegory of the method of forming national 

culture from the point of the view of the intellectual. The confusion and 

miscommunication between Parviz and the “Mongols,” heightened by the use of dreams 

and illusions, is a sharp critique of the gap between bourgeois intellectual culture and the 

broader culture (of “the people”) to, and perhaps for, which it attempts to speak. The gap 

is significant in the Iranian context because opposition to the Shah, and the various 

national projects put forward by those oppositional groups, largely emerged from an 

urban, educated, and elite context, not from a subaltern context.   
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Figure 3: Parviz in The Mongols 
 
 The confusion between reality and illusion that pervades The Mongols is 

heightened at approximately the one-hour mark. There is a shot of Parviz, dressed 

entirely in white, sitting in a white room in his apartment in Tehran [Figure 3]. He sits at 

the foot of a white bed, his head in his hands looking at the ground. The camera zooms in 

and as it gets closer to Parviz, there is a sound bridge of a Turkoman actor (identified by 

his accent), saying, “Cinema? What is it?” and “He wants to go to Zahedan.” The sound 

bridge brings the viewer into the desert space, where the Turkomen playing the Mongols 

are sitting, having a discussion. Throughout the sequence, which is roughly eleven 

minutes long, the Turkomen are featured either in an extremely long shot that shows the 

contours of the desert landscape that the human bodies mark, or in medium shot, with the 

camera in the middle of the action of their discussion circle. 

 The camera zooms in closer as the discussion amongst the Turkomen unfolds. 

They are frustrated and angry with “him” (Parviz), because they do not understand what 

he is trying to do and why he seems unable to do it faster. They lament that they have not 

seen their wives or children for three months. Suddenly, one of the men says, “He wants 

to go back to Gorgan, but the television studio won’t pay us!” This conjures a great 
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distance, roughly 800 miles, underscoring the weariness with which the men imagine the 

work that awaits them. “What’s television?” asks another man, and the response he 

receives, “I don’t know. It’s a box…that shows pictures,” causes another of the 

Turkomen to become fed up, stating, “That’s enough of that. Forget about him.” The 

camera then takes us back to Parviz sitting in his room, now appearing rather more 

distraught than when we last saw him. Again, a sound bridge connects the bedroom in 

Tehran to the desert of Zahedan, Parviz’s reality to the illusions of the Mongols who 

appear to him, as one of the Turkomen states, “We’ve been had. With all his blathering, 

the film still isn’t done.” “He doesn’t know what he wants. He’s shifty.” “All the time: 

cinema, cinema. What is it?”  

 In the last thirteen minutes of the film Parviz is shown lying face down in the 

desert, grasping for a loose strip of celluloid film [Figure 4]. The sound of the wind 

whistling overwhelms the audio track. He gets up and begins running through the desert, 

following this endless length of film that seems to accumulate as he follows it, curling up 

the excess in this hands while chasing it through the sand. The sequence is set up to make 

it appear as though when Parviz runs towards screen right, the Turkomen-dressed-as-

Mongols appear to be running toward screen left. The implied meeting or collision only 

happens by way of the cut, and is later mediated more directly in the object of a wrought 

iron gate. 
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Figure 4: Parviz in the desert 
 

 
Figure 5: The Mongols carrying antennas 
 

As Parviz approaches his fictional characters, the Mongols, they carry television 

antennas, using them as weapons. Parviz’s dream suggests that the Mongols are running 

towards each other, but the framing also appears as though they are running towards 

Parviz [Figure 5]. Suddenly, we are back in Tehran, in the apartment space, where 

Parviz’s wife is seen packing a suitcase. We cut again to the desert where, now, the 

Mongols appear to be running away—no longer approaching Parviz and perhaps no 

longer obeying the movement of the camera. In the final scene, it is the director 
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(intellectual) who is taken to task. He is beheaded on a guillotine that is fashioned out of 

a television that has a static screen. Thus, Parviz is facing the same “death” as cinema: 

after the television-guillotine comes down, we see not a head roll away but an empty film 

reel canister [Figure 6]. Kimiavi’s acting in the scene borders on a kind of absurd 

slapstick, using humor to point to what Fanon describes as the complicity of the native 

intellectual. After all his attempts to do something with the material of history, Parviz has 

failed to produce a cultural object that has significance for a new form of national 

politics. It is television that kills the artist/intellectual who believes he has found the 

proper method (cinema) to reach the people. His execution by way of the foreign medium 

beloved by his surreal Mongols confirms a lack of faith in the process of building a 

liberated national culture in a non-organic manner. For the film to end in this way also 

suggests an internal critique of the New Wave as having a false relationship with “the 

people.” Kimiavi uses modernist techniques that are surrealist and absurdist in order to 

demonstrate this real element of disconnect between the intellectual sphere and the 

general public.  

 

 

 

 

 



   

 173 

  

 
Figure 6: Parviz’s beheading 
 
 The film’s critique of itself as part of the New Wave suggests an awareness of the 

cultural changes taking place in the Iranian opposition—the plethora of voices and 

projects that ultimately were not able to reconcile themselves into a sustainable, cohesive 

project after the 1979 revolution. Thus I understand Kimiavi’s return to the spectre of the 

historical Mongol invasions as an interrogation of cultural formations themselves. The 

arrival of a new medium (television) coincides with cinema’s transition from cheap 

entertainment to a venerable art form. These developments also coincide allegorically in 

the film with the historical fear of cultural erosion represented by the collective memory 

of the Mongol invasions. In 1970s Iran, the threat of Westernization and imperial 

conquest of national resources, as well as the desire to present Iranian culture as distinctly 

Persian, i.e., not Arab, are newer fears that form part of the national consciousness. By 

linking television and the Mongol invasions, Kimiavi addresses an essential uncertainty 

about Iran’s autonomy and sovereignty that lies at the heart of these anxieties. There is an 

important nuance in Jameson’s use of “national allegory” that helps us think through the 
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strategy used by Kimiavi. Jameson warns that one must in fact begin with an 

interrogation of “culture” itself. For him, culture, in the form of “structures” and 

“attitudes,” is a way of resolving contradictions in a specific historical moment. 

However, this attempt to resolve a contradiction outlives that particular moment and then 

is reified into a “cultural pattern.”243 What becomes a pattern lingers, maintaining its 

position as part of the objective situation that later generations must contend with: 

“having once been part of the solution to a dilemma, then become part of the new 

problem.”244 Read through this notion of a reified cultural pattern, the television as 

guillotine in The Mongols reads the failure of leftist cinema in Iran as exemplified by the 

artist’s inability to create a national culture born out of the people’s struggle. The failure 

is precipitated by an unwavering desire to hold on to an already reified notion of Iranian 

culture. That this failure occurs in the realm of “high art”—cinema—suggests that 

perhaps the moment was not right for a cinematic critique of national culture. In this 

sense, The Mongols’ critique of the Iranian left is also a re-reading of the post-

revolutionary cinema that tethers it organically to this pre-1979 moment. 

 There exists an interesting paradox in Kimiavi’s film in so far as he seems to be 

critiquing the reactionary response to the medium of cinema as a tool of foreign invasion. 

He critiques this response via the film’s humorous depiction of the fear of invasion. 

However, it is also clear that the film is concerned with loss and that there is something at 

stake with the adoption of the foreign. Naficy suggests that the film is concerned 

primarily with a “fear of the Other—Mongols, modernity, and technology, particularly 
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television,” but he reads the treatment of these fears as playful.245 This paradox within 

The Mongols—both the fear of loss or cultural erosion and the critique of that fear—is 

characteristic of the political critique of the New Wave films as a whole, insofar as the 

films seem to straddle a position somewhere in between total critique and ideological 

affinity with precisely those institutions they wish to critique. To read The Mongols as an 

allegory of the nation is to locate the film in terms of the New Wave’s general 

commitment to exposing the inconsistencies between the modernized, affluent Iran that 

was presented to the world and the economically unstable society that was ruled by 

authoritarian means.  

The  Sealed Soil  

 One of the few feature length narrative films directed by a woman prior to the 

1979 Iranian Revolution, Marva Nabili’s Khake sar beh Mohr (The Sealed Soil, 1976) is 

a meditation on the life of an eighteen-year-old, Rooy-Bekheir, who is reluctant to marry, 

despite her mother’s urging that she is well past marrying age. She has refused all the 

suitors who have proposed to her, but she does not provide a clearly articulated reason for 

her refusal. Rooy-Bekheir’s decisive position creates unrest in the small village where 

she lives, painting a picture of a collective-minded society that provides little space for 

individual assertions of subjectivity. With the use of a fixed, distant camera, the film 

follows Rooy-Bekheir to a space that provides a release from this group dynamic: the 

riverside. In the film’s climax, Rooy-Bekheir slowly undresses and unbraids her hair by 

the riverside during a heavy rainfall. Convulsing with pleasure, she appears to experience 

an ecstatic moment of passion in response to the rain. The film concludes with Rooey-
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Bekheir once again confronted by the news of a potential suitor. In response to this news, 

Rooy-Bekheir experiences a nervous breakdown and impulsively kills a chicken, causing 

her community to send her to an exorcist.  

 I argue that Nabili’s film articulates a politics of refusal that functions on three 

registers and re-configures our understanding of both pre- and post-revolutionary Iranian 

art cinema. The first refusal happens on the thematic register, in Rooy-Bekheir’s refusal 

to marry and to reveal her reasons for doing so. Paralleling this narrative of refusal is a 

sub-plot in which the men of the village contemplate allowing an agricultural corporation 

to buy their land. The second refusal is articulated through film form. By keeping the 

camera fixed for the entirety of the film and relying primarily on long shots, the film 

refuses to grant intimate entry to the viewer. Even in the scene at the river when Rooey-

Bekheir undresses, the camera stays at a distance, refusing to satisfy the desires of the 

spectatorial gaze. With this second refusal expressed through form, The Sealed Soil 

inaugurates the “modest” or distanced look that most scholars attribute to later, post-

revolutionary cinema. Through an analysis of Nabili’s use of the long shot during the 

climactic riverside scene, I demonstrate that the pre-revolutionary Iranian New Wave 

launched an investigation of the cinematic gaze in relation to women’s bodies and 

sensorial experiences. Here we arrive at the third refusal, which is articulated at the 

intersection of the historical and political: the camera’s distance from Rooy-Bekheir’s 

face and body is a staunch refusal of the representational regime of pre-revolutionary 

Iranian cinema, particularly the mode of women’s representation seen in the filmfarsi 

movement. The third register of refusal thus elaborates on the second, and makes it 

possible to thread a continuum from the pre-revolutionary cinema to what followed after 



   

 177 

the 1979 Revolution.  Indeed, one of the larger claims made by invoking The Sealed Soil 

at this point in the dissertation is that the Iranian New Wave’s link to the cinema after 

1979 needs to be examined in more detail, especially in terms of formal continuities. 

 Studies of post-revolutionary Iranian cinema emphasize the development of new 

forms of cinematic representation that emerged after the establishment of the Islamic 

Republic of Iran. In the 1980s and 1990s Iranian art cinema enjoyed immense success at 

international film festivals, which coincided with the publication of a number of scholarly 

monographs on the language of the ‘New Iranian Cinema.’ Scholars have taken particular 

interest in how the new rules on representation established in the early 1980s, which 

sought to manage and ultimately prohibit a desiring look, produced a cinema that seemed, 

everywhere, to comment on this look. Laura Mulvey, for example, considers it an 

“unexpected” coincidence that the censorship of cinema imposed by the Islamic Republic 

of Iran “creates new challenges for the cinema” by doing away with conventional ways of 

seeing that depend on the sexualization of women.246 Hamid Naficy elaborates on this 

“unexpected coincidence” by pointing to how a system of modesty (women wearing the 

hejab, or veil, onscreen in situations that in “reality” would not require it, such as in the 

home or a female-only space) paved the way for women’s participation in the Iranian 

film industry, both in front and behind the camera. This was achieved mainly by 

disrupting “the direct discursive link between the representation of women and the 

promotion of corruption, amorality, and pornography.”247 It was the perception of such a 

link that modesty regulations after the Revolution attempted to combat, requiring that 
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Muslim women be shown as chaste and “to have an important role in society as well as in 

raising God-fearing and responsible children.”248 Furthermore, women were prohibited 

from being placed in a position, formally or thematically, as objects of sexual desire. It is 

precisely this type of restriction, despite its vague formulation, that many argue resulted 

in the specificity of post-revolutionary Iranian cinema. Negar Mottahedeh, the first 

scholar to make this claim, thus describes the post-revolutionary cinema as a “displaced 

allegory of the limits placed on, and the conditions informing, the industry itself.”249 

Mottahedeh draws on psychoanalysis and semiotics-influened 1970s film theory, and 

argues that the rules placed on representation structures the politics of cinematic 

production into the film language of post-revolutionary Iranian cinema. For example, the 

“absent presences” of women in Kiarostami’s work (until 2002’s Ten) create a structural 

link between the veiled, female body and the self-effacement of the “enunciative 

technologies, the productive apparatus of film,” thereby suggesting that post-

revolutionary Iranian cinema foregrounds what is repressed in classical Hollywood 

cinema.250 

 The new government’s investment in cinema created productive new possibilities 

for women filmmakers while at the same time strictly limiting the content and structure 

of representation. Although the guidelines for filmmaking were focused on a film text’s 

adherence to Islamic moral values, as the film critic Gönül Dönmez-Colin has argued, 

censorship laws centered on the representation of female characters.251 Women characters 

with whom the audience could identify had to be written as chaste and traditional; non-
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traditional women were often cast as bad jens, or disreputable and promiscuous, in the 

new commercial cinema. One of the effects of the censorship laws was that women were 

now in full hejab on screen, even when the diegesis, or story of the film, depicted an 

interior, private space, or an all-female space, where the hejab would not normally be 

required. Mottahedeh has persuasively argued that the censorship guidelines take the 

ideal (imagined) spectator to be a heterosexual male, but that the auteurs of the New 

Iranian Cinema, such as Kiarostami and Beyzai, have worked around these rules to 

create, ironically, a “woman’s cinema.”252  

 In addition to limiting the ways in which women were represented on screen, the 

new guidelines for film and television also restricted the depiction of romantic and sexual 

relations; the laws prohibited physical contact between individuals of the opposite sex. 

Women were to be the objects of a newly defined “sisterly look” as opposed to the 

former sexualized male gaze. Many film critics have argued that the dominance of 

storylines built around children in post-revolutionary Iranian cinema is precisely due to 

the stifling censorship laws. Instead of trying to work around the guidelines, filmmakers 

avoided anything that could get cut or edited out by the censors. In addition to making 

films centered on child characters, many directors worked with screenplays that 

completely excluded either men or women.  For example, Rakhshan Bani-Etemad’s 

Banu-ye Ordibehesht/The May Lady (1999) is an epistolary romance in which the male 

love interest is not physically present.253  

 The question of a “woman’s cinema” has varied across critiques and scholarly 

analyses of Iranian cinema. While some scholars, such as Mottahedeh, have argued that 
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the restructuring of the filmic gaze makes the post-revolutionary cinema a woman’s 

cinema, it is not evident that male filmmakers have provided radical interrogations 

around the question of “woman” in cinema. The censorship laws are one reason why this 

has been the case.  Other readings of Iranian cinema address work that has been identified 

as militantly feminist by the directors themselves. For example, Nima Naghibi has argued 

that a feature evident across women’s cinema after the revolution is the emphasis on 

female bonding and homo-social spaces that contest traditional cultural prejudices against 

women, as well as contemporary legislative measures that discriminate against women.254 

Naghibi’s reading thus works to align films by filmmakers like Milani and Bani-Etemad 

with feminist work from across global sites of Islam that also contest notions of female 

solidarity that rely on western feminist discourses of sisterhood. Placing her argument 

within the context of a larger discourse on veiling and the representation of women, 

Naghibi argues that the post-revolutionary women’s cinema configures an entirely new 

Iranian women: veiled, but neither modest nor unchaste.  

 The analysis of post-revolutionary Iranian cinema through psychoanalytically 

informed feminist film theory has produced a rich reading of the paradoxical openings 

offered by the limitations of censorship. In addition, these types of readings hone in 

sharply on how practices of looking, often figured through the tropes of veiling and 

unveiling and experiments with the notion of voice, coincide with and at times disrupt the 

projects of Islamic nationalism and national cinema. Cinema during the era of the Islamic 

Republic is indeed marked by these displaced allegories of the material conditions of film 

production. But what is at risk in this analysis is the notion that this style emerged from a 
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cinematic nowhere and is linked solely to a present determined by both censorship and 

the demands of the international film festival market. It is my contention, however, that a 

non-teleological understanding of Iranian film history would allow us to take a longer 

view of these developments in form and to consider how they might have developed 

synchronically. In this regard, The Sealed Soil occupies a crucial role in the analysis of 

Iranian film historiography. Not only is the film at the cusp (1978) of this at times 

arbitrary marker of rupture, but it also demonstrates that the attitudes toward visuality do 

not easily fit into neat pre- and post-1979 categories. The Sealed Soil was made before 

restrictions of the Islamic Republic, in a radically different era, and partially in exile, yet 

it would seem in many ways to belong to Iran’s cinematic present. It is precisely the 

film’s “out-of-place-ness” that challenges dominant histories of Iranian cinema. 

Furthermore, the film is not isolated in having these qualities. Along with works such as 

Mohammadreza Farzad’s brilliant film-essay Falgoosh/Blames and Flames (2012), and 

the early feature Haji Agha Aktor-e Sinama/Haji Agha, the Cinema Actor (dir. Ovanes 

Ohanian, 1933), The Sealed Soil demonstrates the circuitous weaving required in 

determining the politics of looking in Iranian cinema.  

“She’s gone sour!” Refusal at the Thematic Register 

The matter of refusal runs throughout the thematic content of The Sealed Soil. It is 

primarily explored through the character of Rooey-Bekheir, who refuses the options laid 

out for her by those in positions of authority, such as her parents and the village elders. 

Her most significant stance is her refusal to marry. At eighteen years of age, she 

continues to stay home with her family, though she is expected to accept a marriage 

proposal—any marriage proposal—and leave. The narrative does not suggest a clear 
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reason for Rooey-Bekheir’s stance; there is no hint of having been previously scorned or 

wanting/not wanting a particular marriage proposal. Quite simply, the matter of marriage 

seems to be irrelevant for her in the trajectory of her life. In the context of rural social 

practices and the historical moment of the narrative, this position, which might not be 

radical today, is a strong, assertive stance. But what is even more radical is how the film 

positions the community around Rooey-Bekheir. Although everyone is certain she is 

making a mistake and that there is something wrong with her (“She’s gone sour!”), her 

difference is—until the moment of her “madness”—accepted. In other words, the film’s 

narrative circles around the community’s attempt to decipher Rooey-Bekheir and she, at 

every turn, steps just outside the circle’s reach—until she no longer can.  I see this 

premise as radical because despite all its limitations, it is an acknowledgement of and 

space for difference. The community constructs Rooey-Bekheir’s difference as a problem 

and it is through this narrative development that the film is able to contend with the 

complexities of thinking about difference in 1970s Iran.  

 One of the ways The Sealed Soil thinks through the problem of difference is in the 

portrayal of Rooey-Bekheir’s status and role in the village community. For her family 

and the larger community, her refusal of marriage is a failure to perform the function 

expected of her as a young woman. Although she never overcomes this “failure,” the film 

spends a great deal of time showing us what she instead assumes her function to be and 

how she fulfills it. In pursuing her daily activities, Rooey-Bekheir refuses to accept the 

limits that are placed on her as a result of her insistence on remaining single. For 

example, she occupies a care-giving position by performing essential daily household 

tasks such as lighting the house, and preparing rice for dinner, as well as the more 
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difficult job of looking after her younger sister. By refusing to marry and instead 

continuing to carry out these tasks for her immediate family, she is operating in a 

contextually unconventional manner. Despite her parents’ attempts at control 

(particularly those of her mother, an important nuance that suggests the mother needs her 

daughter to continue a line) Rooey-Bekheir’s manages to insert herself into village life as 

she sees fit.  

 In one of the earliest scenes in the film, she informs her mother over breakfast that 

she will go out to the fields that day, presumably to work. Her mother responds that a girl 

of marriageable age should stay home, and Rooey-Bekheir assents. Staying home 

ironically further highlights her unconventional status, insofar as her age demands she 

should be out of her childhood home. The film demonstrates this sense of independence 

by showing us precisely what she does at home.  She attends to various chores such as 

preparing rice for dinner and cutting and collecting branches. She seamlessly interacts 

with the space around her, which includes nature and animals. For example, when she 

prepares rice for dinner, she is seated outside with a large flat basket placed on her legs. 

Around her are a handful of chickens that circle, search, and peck as she sorts the rice of 

any pebbles, rinses it, and soaks it with salt. She is a part of her surroundings: she knows 

how to control the animals, she knows how to keep house and deal with a child. The only 

problem is that she has not started her own family and found her own place to do so. Her 

unconventional qualities are also foregrounded because she is not refusing marriage in 

order to move to the capital and study, or to be independent. Her independence is asserted 

through her desire to stay in the place she knows and specifically in her immediate 

family’s home. 
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 There is a parallel narrative of refusal that occurs in larger events taking place in 

the village. The village chief informs the men that a large agricultural company plans to 

develop their land. The company will offer each villager the opportunity to buy a house 

with a 20,000 toman down payment. The men express concern that they will not be able 

to afford the payments. They also wonder what will happen to their cattle. In response, 

the village chief tells them that they will be able to purchase milk, cheese, and meat from 

the agricultural company’s village store. He assures them that this convenience will mean 

they do not have to worry about anything; they will be free from the burden of producing 

their own food. What is implied here is that the village must give up its traditional mode 

of life in order to enter the twentieth century. The village must lose something—

everything it knows and holds dear—in order for the Shah’s regime to gain entry to 

modernity, and global capital. It is of no consequence to the regime’s modernizing 

aspirations that the villagers do not desire this development or consider it progress. This 

is the dilemma of an unwanted relation, much like marriage is for Rooey-Bekheir. 

 The problem of the villagers’ potential displacement winds its way back to 

Rooey-Bekheir. When she is told of these developments, she says that she is fine where 

she is, perhaps giving voice to the villagers, who similarly do not seem to understand the 

need to change their way of life. Thus, as Naficy argues, the film deals with two 

transitions: one personal, the other “national.”255 The national is indexed by the village’s 

transition to a more modernized mode of production (and therefore life) but there are also 

other, minor narratives in the film that illustrate this moment in Iranian history. Rooey-

Bekheir’s younger sister often demands that Rooey-Bekheir sew her a new dress, or she 
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is seen looking in a mirror, or saying that she wants to wash her hair. These desires are 

alleged to be the influence of the young, modern schoolteacher who has presumably 

come to the village from a city, and who tells the schoolgirls how to maintain their bodies 

and appearances. The teacher, whom the schoolgirls look up to, is a representative of the 

state’s modernizing aspirations, which are put in tension with the longstanding rural 

traditions of the small community. The teacher’s contemporary look—she is wearing a 

shirt tucked into fitted pants—marks her status as an outsider.256 When the younger sister 

says she wants to wash her hair, Rooey-Bekheir says, “You washed it two days ago.” The 

younger girl responds, “but the teacher says we should wash our hair every day so that it 

is clean.” Here we have the entry of an outside, “foreign” source of knowledge intruding 

on the somewhat sealed community of the village. Recognizing the judgment implicit in 

the urban teacher’s instruction, Rooey-Bekheir answers, “your hair is clean, don’t waste 

the soap.” The younger sister (by way of the teacher) gets the last word, “it’s called 

shampoo.” 

Refusal as Form 

 In The Sealed Soil nearly all the action is depicted in long takes, and framed in 

long shot by a stationary camera. The long shots create the sense of observational 

distance between the viewer and the action on screen. It is almost impossible to identify 

with any character because the distance between the camera and the action it films 

reinforces the separation of the screen. The world of the film seems to us distant and 
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unreachable. While the narrative isolates Rooey-Bekheir as the protagonist, the camera 

articulates a seamless relation to her physical surroundings and the community of 

villagers. Indeed, as Naficy notes, the film’s aesthetic qualities bear the influence of 

Persian miniature paintings, in which figures are represented as part of their 

surroundings. 257  At the root of the miniature tradition is a certain flexibility and 

permeability that allowed the paintings to be used to transmit various social and political 

messages. Christine Gruber notes that through iconographic elaboration and oral 

explication, miniatures could symbolically be transformed into “topical messages 

belonging to larger political, cultural, and religious agendas.”258 We might consider the 

implications of this reading for Iranian art cinema as well. On the one hand, the type of 

long shot familiar to viewers of post-revolutionary Iranian art cinema can be seen as 

exemplary of a certain “political escapism” that some critics have identified in the 

globally successful Iranian art films.259 Often placing the subject in a rural settings that 

today can be seen as a kind of global anyplace, the long shot in post-revolutionary Iranian 

cinema can be seen as a reinforcement of exoticized but ultimately disengaged visions of 

Iran. On the other hand, the long shot as a part of the syntax of The Sealed Soil, for 

example, can be argued to be a politically motivated stylistic intervention. Not only does 

this device respond directly to the dominant commercial cinema (and its international 

counterpart) by refusing to make a spectacle of the female protagonist, but it also weaves 

itself politically into the thematic content of the film. Through the spacious framing of 
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the long shots, the protagonist Rooey-Bekheir is afforded the space and recognition (and 

perhaps even autonomy) that is constantly challenged by her immediate community.  

 The distanced quality of the action is also thematized in the encounter between 

Rooey-Bekheir and her village community. They do not understand her motivations and 

actions. In fact, whenever she is filmed with other people, the composition of the frame 

carefully separates Rooey-Bekheir from the other individuals. Her demeanor also 

signifies a certain distance, which is reinforced by the film’s sparse use of dialogue. 

When she is asked a question, she responds with great brevity. She performs her tasks in 

silence and, importantly, she does not ask anything of anyone. So while she has a strong 

desire to be a part of and contribute to her community, the film reminds us that her highly 

individual articulation of this desire might be difficult for the villagers to understand. 

 The utmost example of the film’s formal aesthetics of refusal occurs while Rooey-

Bekheir is isolated at the riverside. I consider the river scene in which Rooey-Bekheir 

disrobes in the rain to be the climactic scene of the film,  rather than the scene in which 

she seems to suffer from a sort of nervous breakdown. The river scene is a space of 

female autonomy, of solitude and determination, and it is central to the politics of the 

film. The scene of the breakdown, on the other hand, is Rooey-Bekheir’s reaction to the 

news that yet another suitor will be visiting her. It is not, in other words, a scene of self-

motivated action. Instead, it further elaborates Rooey-Bekheir’s sense of entrapment in 

the community.  
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Figure 7: Rooey-Bekheir and village women 

 
 Prior to the solitary river scene, we see Rooey-Bekheir washing dishes crouched 

in a small brook, near other village women [Figure 7]. The three other women are all 

wearing red-hued clothing and situated in the background of the shot. Rooey-Bekheir is 

in the foreground wearing darkly colored clothing, but the scarf around her head matches 

the red on the other women. The slight differentiation in clothing establishes Rooey-

Bekheir’s separation from the community. This separation is reinforced by the way in 

which Rooey-Bekheir is placed in the foreground and to the far left of the frame. The 

women speak about her audibly, concluding that the only explanation for why she has 

“gone sour” is that the devil has cast a spell on her. The scene ends with a black frame, 

followed by an abrupt cut to Rooey-Bekheir lying alone in wooded, green area [Figure 8]. 
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Figure 8: Rooey-Bekheir in the woods 

 
 
 
 

 

 
Figure 9: River scene 

 
 
 During this scene, Rooey-Bekheir is filmed from a variety of angles and 

positions: a low angle shot, a long shot from the side, and a medium shot from behind 

[Figure 9]. The majority of the scene is shot from behind as Rooey-Bekheir undresses. 
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The act of undressing seems to be performed under a spell (an echo of the three village 

women’s speculations). As the scene begins she is lying on the ground, but when it starts 

to rain, she slowly rises to a seated position, as if summoned to get closer to the 

raindrops. The rain, which eventually becomes a downpour, functions in a couple of 

ways. First, it is a kind of purification. The film has already established this place by the 

river, as a space of respite for Rooey-Bekheir. That she goes here after sitting in the face 

of blatant gossip and disapproval suggests a need to return to a sense of autonomy, one 

that is encouraged by the rain’s ability to wash away and renew. But the rain is also a 

kind of barrier in the mise-en-scene. In addition to the action being filmed from behind, 

the rain can be considered a “clouding over” of what could have been a spectacular 

display of nudity. The rain is interference, a form of static that occludes what the screen 

traditionally allows: an unobstructed view suitable for a voyeuristic experience. Thus the 

rain works in conjunction with the plane of Rooey-Bekheir’s naked back. Once she is 

fully nude, she trembles and shakes; she makes very slight movements such as rolling her 

head and tilting her body from side to side. The camera never moves. We get a kind of 

spectacle-from-behind that is no spectacle at all except for the fact that it reminds us we 

are looking in [Figure 10].  

 
Figure 10: Disrobing 
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 Given the ways in which post-revolutionary Iranian cinema has been described as 

a perfect match for 1970s feminist film theory, we are reminded here of the deliberate 

manner in which The Sealed Soil rejects the spectatorial regime of both filmfarsi and 

Hollywood. What I have described as Rooey-Bekheir’s autonomy is further asserted by 

this framing. Making her back the focal point rejects the notion of her movements as 

performance. Not only does Rooy-Bekheir refuse to entertain the thought of marriage but 

she also refuses to entertain by way of Nabili’s framing. If she is performing for anyone, 

it is for herself. Instead of forcing an arrest of the plot, as woman has been theorized to do 

in dominant cinema, the pacing of the film as a whole allows us to reflect on the distance 

created in the undressing scene.260  

 We can consider this scene in relation to one of the most widely discussed scenes 

of “refusal” in post-revolutionary Iranian cinema: the milk scene in Abbas Kiarostami’s 

Bad ma ra khahad bord (The Wind Will Carry Us, 1999). The film’s protagonist, Behzad, 

is a filmmaker who has traveled from Tehran to the village of Siah Darreh to film, for a 

television station, the imminent death of a hundred-year-old woman. In the film’s 

climactic scene, Behzad seeks milk for his crew. The scene includes only Behzad and a 

young woman, Zeynab, who will milk the cow. The scene is shot in a darkened cellar, 

into which Zeynab carries a gas lamp that allows her to milk the cow and that allows us 

to see the cow but not her. As she begins her work, Behzad asks her if she “knows 

Forough?” referring, of course, to the feminist poet Farrokhzad. She does not pick up the 

reference and thinks he means a local girl with the same first name. He begins to tell her 

                                            
260 See Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” Screen 16.3 (1975): 6–
18. 
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about Farrokhzad and recites the entirety of Farrokhzad’s poem, “The Wind Will Carry 

Us.” After this recitation, Behzad asks Zeynab to lift the gas lamp so he (and we) can see 

her face. She is silent in response and as Mottahedeh writes, “denies Behzad visual 

access.”261  Hamid Dabashi reads this scene as violent for the manner in which Behzad is 

the transmitter of the “gaze of the First at the Third World.”262 But there is also 

something very powerful about Zeynab holding the key to the film’s climax; she 

performs the refusal and thus re-routes what would be the eroticized spectacle of showing 

her face as she milks the cow to Farrokhzad’s poem. The poem, it should be noted, 

piques Zeynab’s interest and thus her refusal to shift the focus onto herself is a further 

manner in which she controls the scene despite being the would-be focus of the gaze of 

Behzad, the camera, and the viewer. Zeynab’s refusal and the darkened cellar are one of 

the forms of the New Iranian Cinema’s address of the spectatorial gaze and its refusal to 

satisfy that gaze. 

 The Sealed Soil resonates with this important scene in The Wind Will Carry Us. 

Rooey-Bekheir’s first actions in the film are to light a gas lamp on the outside of her 

family’s home during the dark dawn. This suggests that she is a figure of importance, 

leading the action in the film, literally lighting the scene for us, and announcing the 

beginning of the film. The lit lamp is particularly important given the film’s overall use 

of natural lighting, which often creates darkened and impenetrable scenes. But as much 

as Rooey-Bekheir might be lighting the way for us, she does not “give in” to the desire to 

be seen. Rooey-Bekheir does light the scene for us, but the camera’s distance tells us that 

there is only so much it is possible to see. The persistence of the long shot reminds us of 

                                            
261 Mottahedeh, Displaced Allegories, 93.  
262 Ibid.  
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this. The mise-en-scene places the figures on screen as part of their surroundings like in a 

traditional Persian miniature painting, which gives us an impressionistic sense of the 

situation.263  

 In comparing The Sealed Soil to The Wind Will Carry Us, it is also important to 

note that the “refusal” plays out in the realm of heterosexual relations. The milkmaid in 

the latter film does not want to cast light on her own face in this intimate space with a 

male stranger. This is especially pertinent because he is, in a manner, romancing her with 

the recitation of poetry and the flirtatious tone of his voice. In The Sealed Soil, the refusal 

of intimacy suggested by the film’s devotion to the long take is analogous with Rooey-

Bekheir’s distance from her would-be suitors. There is a sense of guarding one’s self 

from the inevitably of the desiring look. The film’s title in Persian is an expression about 

a secret so close to the self (buried) that it cannot, and will never, under any 

circumstances, be revealed. The film thus anticipates the feminist poetics of post-

revolutionary Iranian cinema.  

Refusal at the Intersection of the Historical and the Political  

 My reading of The Sealed Soil aims to refuse the persistence of reading the 1979 

Revolution as a moment of total rupture in the genealogy of Iranian cinema. Although 

there are important and unquestionable differences between cinematic practices pre- and 

post-1979, I do not consider these differences absolute. In The Sealed Soil Nabili 

challenges how women have appeared in pre-revolutionary Iranian cinema (especially in 

film farsi), thus inaugurating a feminist film poetics/politics in pre-revolutionary Iranian 

                                            
263  This reminder of miniature style places Nabili’s film stylistically in the pre-
revolutionary New Wave, with its constant returns to the representational realm of an 
earlier art form – the Persian miniature – while using the most modern form of visual 
representation – the cinema.  
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cinema. The poetics of this form occur in the distanced look of Nabili’s camera, a look 

that in many ways will be repeated in the art cinema of the 1980s and 1990s. The 

aesthetics and politics of The Sealed Soil strongly demonstrate that the relationship 

between the screen and the viewer is not wholly imagined anew during the Islamic 

Republic era. It can, rather, be traced to early domestic responses to filmfarsi as well as to 

Hollywood. Accordingly, it is necessary to consider that the response to cinematic 

spectacle that some believe buoyed the political activity of the late 1970s should not be 

solely linked to a religious (and reactionary) form of nationalism. 

 Thus, in thinking about the relationship the film imagines with its viewer, we 

might consider how The Sealed Soil helps us re-think the formative pre-1979 Iranian 

New Wave and its influence on the art cinema after the Revolution. The Sealed Soil 

draws our attention to this important period in a number of ways. First, the film 

reconsiders the representation of women on Iranian screens. In the period prior to 1979, 

women were often presented in the mainstream cinema in flamboyantly sexualized terms. 

Shahla Lahiji argues that these “unchaste dolls came to dominate the silver screen as the 

sole cinematic representation of Iranian women.”264 The Sealed Soil’s use of a female-

driven narrative, along with the use of a distanced camera, is an explicit riposte to the 

filmfarsi tradition, which tended to follow conventional representations of women as 

objects in a male-centered storyline. The film also makes an intervention in the Iranian 

New Wave, a movement that, despite its generally dissident makeup, does not do much to 

advance the status of women either on screen or behind the camera. In this sense, The 

                                            
264 Shahla Lahiji, “Chaste Dolls and Unchaste Dolls: Women in Iranian Cinema Since 
1979.” The New Iranian Cinema: Politics, Representation and Identity. Ed. Richard 
Tapper. London: I.B. Tauris, 2002: 236. 
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Sealed Soil continues the tradition of formal experimentation begun in 1962 with The 

House is Black and combines it with a decidedly feminist politics.265 Second, although 

The Sealed Soil makes an intervention in the New Wave, i.e., Nabili’s attention to the 

status of women highlights the lack of attention in the movement as a whole, the film is 

still part of the Iranian New Wave and thus allows us to re-think what this term denotes. 

In many ways, the historical surveys of pre-revolutionary Iranian experimental and art 

cinema have foreclosed a deeper analysis of the New Wave by repeating standard 

historiographies that identify Dariush Mehrjui’s The Cow as the start of the movement, 

thus also limiting the narrative, philosophical, and political concerns of the New Wave to 

those that can be easily traced to the kinds of films made by male auteurs in the late 

1960s and early 1970s. Films such as The Sealed Soil and The House is Black, along with 

more experimental works such as The Mongols and Fereydoun Rahnema’s The Son of 

Iran demonstrate a different side of the New Wave. All of the aforementioned films play 

to an extent with modernist techniques such as alienation and attention to the enunciative 

capacities of cinema. In addition, these films contemplate the role to be played by cinema 

in the process of social change. In doing so, they acknowledge the limits of representation 

by drawing our attention to their experiments with form.  

 Furthermore, in The Sealed Soil the limit of representation is figured by the 

camera’s refusal to allow the viewer entry to the intimate world of the protagonist, 

Rooey-Bekheir. Her face, above all, is protected from our gaze. Whereas a traditional use 

of the close-up would be used to convey to the viewer Rooey-Bekheir’s contemplation of 

                                            
265 The House is Black too, can be said to possess a feminist politics in its re-envisioning 
of collectivity and its mobilization of the female authorial voice. See my essay, “A New 
Form for a New People: Forough Farrokhzad’s The House is Black,” forthcoming in 
Camera Obscura in 2016.  
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the choices available to her, here the director, Nabili, has us consider Rooey-Bekheir in 

the wider social (and physical) context in which she is located. Thus although the pre-

revolutionary cinema did not place limits on representation in the manner experienced 

after 1979 (for example by requiring the hejab), Nabili’s film was a direct opposition to 

filmfarsi, which positions The Sealed Soil in an interesting relation to post-revolutionary 

Iranian cinema. The difference is that whereas the modest look is a kind of displaced 

allegory after 1979, here it is neither displaced nor an allegory. The distanced camera of 

The Sealed Soil works to foreground the problem of women’s acquiescence to 

structurally determined forms of relation. It is therefore more explicit than the post-

revolutionary cinema, functioning also as a riposte the male auteur-driven dominant 

historiographies of Iranian cinema. This dual status of the film, so to speak, is evidenced 

by its production history. The film was shot in Iran prior to the revolution, smuggled out 

of the country, and finished while abroad and after the revolution. In a sense, it straddles 

the division between pre- and post-1979 cinema, a division that has often been rigidly 

maintained.  

 In the following chapter, I demonstrate the arbitrary imposition of this division on 

the analysis of Iranian cinema through a close examination of two post-revolutionary 

films, Abbas Kiarostami’s Shirin (2008) and Jafar Panahi’s The Mirror (1997). 

Continuing from my analysis of The Sealed Soil, which also challenges dominant 

historiographies of Iranian cinema, I argue that Shirin and The Mirror are strong 

examples of the continuing investigations into collectivity, national cinema, and 

alternative national projects.   
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Chapter Four 

 

 

 
Continuing the New Wave Project: 

Visions of Collectivity in Contemporary Iranian Art Cinema 
 

“…it is never at the beginning that something new,  
a new art, is able to reveal its essence;  
what it was from the outset it  
can only reveal after a detour in its evolution.” 
 —Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time-Image266 
 

 In this chapter, I discuss contemporary Iranian art cinema—the cinema after the 

1979 Revolution—in terms of its engagement with the problem of collectivity. I argue 

that it is through the formal and thematic exploration of collectivity that the New Wave is 

linked to the post-revolutionary cinema. Unlike many scholars and critics who deem the 

New Wave to have been “interrupted” or stopped because of the Revolution—an 

alarming correlation with anti-Islamic sentiment that the political process in Iran also 

stopped at that moment—I consider contemporary Iranian art cinema a continuation of 

the formal and thematic concerns of the New Wave. 

 In the context of the pre-revolutionary New Wave, I am primarily concerned with 

how the thematic and formal elements of art films constitute one of the discursive and 

political forces that imagine collectivity against the terms of the Pahlavi vision of 

nationalism. Although the shape of political opposition in Iran has changed repeatedly in 

the three decades following the Iranian Revolution, within the realm of cinema, the 

                                            
266 Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time-Image. Trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Robert 
Galeta. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989: 43. 
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question of “collectivity” continues to appear as a thematic focus. Alongside the thematic 

pursuit of this question, post-revolutionary Iranian cinema also investigates collectivity in 

terms of the conditions of production. In many cases, such as one that I will discuss in 

this chapter, intermediality also functions as a mode through which the dilemma of 

collective struggle is articulated.  

 My focus in this chapter is on specific examples from the realm of Iranian art 

cinema. While the New Wave films of the pre-revolutionary period were produced in the 

midst of a rapidly growing discontent between civil society and the Pahlavi monarchy, 

the films that were made after 1979 contend with a different contested reality: the 

afterlife of a revolution that, for many Iranians, did not result in the kind of new society 

that was imagined.267 While many commentators of contemporary Iranian art cinema 

analyze these films for their open-ended narratives and untraceable stories, citing these 

practices as politically ambiguous statements on the Islamic Republic of Iran, I argue that 

contemporary Iranian cinema demonstrates a continued exploration of collectivity as a 

social and political problem, resulting in a highly politicized, if not also modernist, 

cinema.268 I contend that post-revolutionary art cinema possesses a revolutionary vitality 

that remains in the air, so to speak, as a result of what many consider the unfinished 

project of the struggles of the 1960s and 1970s. 

 In suggesting there is continuity between the pre- and post-revolutionary cinema, 

I am not questioning the great historical divide demarcated by the year 1979. But this 

divide is not necessarily as strongly expressed in cinema as some have argued. (Nor is it a 
                                            
267 For a detailed analysis of the various factions in the lead up to the Iranian Revolution, 
see Nikki R. Keddie, Modern Iran. 
268 See for example, Denby, David (2011), “End Games: The Films of the Iranian 
Director Abbas Kiarostami,” New Yorker 87.4 (14 March, 2011), p. 65. 
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divide that marks other realms of the Iranian nation-state with stark pre- and post-

attributes.)269 I argue that it is precisely because of the censorship and restrictions on 

cinema enforced by the Islamic Republic of Iran that, rather than forcing a break with the 

monarchical era, enabled the construction of continuities. Indeed what we have here are a 

series of paradoxes like the “displaced allegories” that Mottahedeh discusses. The most 

compelling of these paradoxes is not the one frequently evoked in popular perceptions—

that the genius of Iranian cinema post-1979 is its ability to create lucid art under Islamic 

restrictions. It is, rather, that the break with the pre-revolutionary period created by the 

restrictions on representation allows contemporary filmmakers to create continuity with 

the past using both familiar and new strategies. 

 The notion of collectivity is the strongest point of continuity between the New 

Wave and the post-1979 cinema. The 1979 Revolution was an expression of contrasting 

national projects (e.g., constitutionalism, monarchy, Marxism, Islamism) that had 

endured for quite some time. All of these projects had different visions of how to align 

nationalist spirit with the matter of governing a nation-state. As I have argued throughout 

this dissertation, the New Wave had its own “national” project, which was to question the 

basis of existing and dominant nationalisms and, in their place, to formulate a 

                                            
269 Take for example the highly fraught discussion on veiling. While there are many who 
insist that the forced veiling of women after the establishment of the Islamic Republic of 
Iran constitutes one of the strongest forms of women’s oppression in Iranian history, 
several studies offer more nuanced readings of the national politics of the female body. In 
other words, without undermining the interlocking oppressions faced by women in Iran 
after 1979, these studies demonstrate the varied ways in which the control and legislation 
of women’s bodies has been a part of several different nationalizing projects. See for 
example Nima Naghibi, Rethinking Global Sisterhood; Afsaneh Najmabadi, Women with 
Moustaches and Men without Beards: Gender and Sexual Anxieties of Iranian Modernity 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005); Parvin Paydar, Women and the Political 
Process in Twentieth-Century Iran (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).  
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hypothetical new collectivity. New Wave films articulated this project primarily through 

the formation of a question: what kind of collectivity are we and what kind of collectivity 

do we want to be? The possibility of not knowing the contours of that collectivity was 

part of the narrative and formal risk-taking of New Wave films. This question was not 

resolved once and for all by the 1979 Revolution. Thus it is an ongoing project, which 

both constitutes and is reflective of the continuity in Iranian cinema.  

 The formal and thematic resonances between the New Wave and post-

revolutionary Iranian cinema are striking. One of the most celebrated aspects of the post-

revolutionary Iranian cinema has been the interplay between supposedly stable 

categories, such as “fiction” and “reality.” Filmmakers such as Abbas Kiarostami, 

Mohsen Makhmalbaf, and Bahman Ghobadi often work without scripts, using non-actors, 

and in many cases recreating real events on film. As I argue in Chapter One of this 

dissertation, these practices first appeared in Iranian cinema in the early 1960s and were 

developed through the late 1970s. In scholarship on contemporary Iranian cinema, these 

practices have been identified primarily with the cinema of auteurs. Hamid Naficy 

describes the auteur mode of Iranian art cinema as possessing the following key 

characteristics: “a neorealist sort of realism, affirming a profilmic Iranian reality; a 

religiously inflected surrealism, offering a spiritual reality; and a self-reflexive 

metarealism, offering a fresh postmodern vision of cinema.”270 He further suggests that 

the post-revolutionary art cinema is concerned with its “subject matter and cinema itself, 

rendered metarealistically.”271 To this I would add that the meditation on cinema varies 

from the ontological (“what is cinema?”) to an examination of the conditions of film 

                                            
270 Naficy, A Social History, Volume 4: 177. 
271 Ibid. 
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production in Iran. We see for example, the meditation on vision and the gaze of the 

camera in The House is Black. In later New Wave films such as The Mongols, we see an 

explicit engagement with cinema in its specificity (as compared to writing and television) 

as well as its relationship to cultural politics. A film like The Son of Iran Has No News 

From His Mother is an obsessive examination of the illusionist versus realist capacities of 

cinema and how these capacities bear on our social and political life. 

 In the post-revolutionary cinema, taking Kiarostami as an exemplar, the obsession 

with what is “real” manifests itself in similar ways. On the one hand, a film like 1990’s 

Nema-ye Nazdik/Close-Up reconstructs a narrative by replaying it, letting it take place 

once more, this time, in front of a camera. Kiarostami leaves us still puzzled about 

whether the act of looking brings us closer to reality and he dares to question the 

cinema’s usefulness in this regard. On the other hand, in a film like 2008’s Shirin, there 

are no narrative events visualized on the screen, that is, there is no dramatic structure 

guiding us through the image. Instead, there is an audio track that narrates a story, but it 

has no relation to what we see on screen, which is a group of women watching the movie 

that accompanies the aural track. By focusing simply on the faces of viewers in a cinema, 

Kiarostami suggests that the image should not relent to being deciphered and that it holds 

a different relation to the sound track than what conventional cinema would have us 

believe. The notion of opposition between sound and image as a central means by which 

narrative transitivity is avoided was a feature of the more radical New Wave films, such 

as Ferydoun Rahnema’s The Son of. We see the continuation of this pattern explicitly in 

films like Kiarostami’s Shirin, but also implicitly in films like Close-Up, or Samira 

Makhmalbaf’s Sib/The Apple (1998).  
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  In what follows, I analyze in detail the continuity between the New Wave and 

cinema after 1979 through the problem of collectivity in two contemporary Iranian films: 

Shirin (2008) directed by Abbas Kiarostami and Ayneh/The Mirror (1996) directed by 

Jafar Panahi. Though different in their style and theme, both films offer a meditation on 

the conditions of filmmaking in contemporary Iran, particularly as it relates to the notion 

of a broader collectivity. In Shirin, the question of collectivity is explored through three 

“problems”: women’s representation (in both the Vertretung and Darstellung sense), the 

question of vision, and the continuation of a tradition of experimentation. In The Mirror, 

the question of collectivity emerges thematically through the relationship that the young 

protagonist, Mina, has with her fellow Tehran citizens, as well as through the 

construction/representation of reality with which The Mirror’s fictional film crew is 

concerned. There is a search for collectivity—an attempt to imagine it, which is often 

articulated in terms of the interest in the way films get produced in Iran and an interest in 

the kind of role cinema plays in Iran. In The Mirror, the failure to make the film-within-

the-film forces the film to recognize and connect the networks of collectivity that already 

exist within the city. The juxtaposition of these two films within the chapter is also a way 

of thinking about the development of Iranian art cinema between the years 1996 and 

2008. Whereas The Mirror can be described as a clear example of post-revolutionary 

Iranian art cinema, Shirin is more suggestive of what Naficy describes as a “post-

national” cinema in the sense that it lives in “transnational, international, and global 

mediascapes – film festivals, commercial movie houses, arthouse venues, galleries, 

museums, television, video distribution, and cyberspace.”272 However, I would contend 

                                            
272 Ibid., 176.  
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that the circulation of art cinema outside the sphere of what Naficy calls “traditional 

movie houses” does not suggest their exclusion from the national cinema. In other words, 

their physical and virtual reach beyond the geopolitical confines of the nation-state does 

not in and of itself render their cinematic concerns outside the nation. While it is certainly 

the case that many examples of Iranian art cinema are transnational productions and/or do 

not circulate officially within Iran, their concerns nonetheless often pertain to problems 

of national cinema. 273  As Rosalind Galt and Karl Schoonover note, art cinema 

“articulates an ambivalent relationship to location.”274 This relationship is ambivalent, the 

authors argue, because while the category of art cinema is understood as “resolutely 

international,” it is often the politics of circulation that catapult what might be domestic 

popular films into the realm of art cinema. Furthermore, this international circuit of travel 

has resulted in using the category of art cinema to organize national cinemas and to 

construct canons via an auteur-based understanding of cinema, “so that the very 

international reception of art cinema becomes proof of its national importance.”275 

Although this chapter examines post-revolutionary Iranian art cinema’s exploration of 

collectivity and the nation, I contend, with Galt and Schoonover, that art cinema “always 

carries a comparativist impulse and transnational tenor.”276 To this I would add that 

Iranian cinema has been transnational since its debut at the turn of the century, with the 

                                            
273 The work of Bahman Ghobadi is a strong example, as is the more recent work of 
figures like Makhmalbaf and Kiarostami. One can also consider here work by “fully” 
transnational Iranian filmmakers, by which I mean those who identify as Iranian (or 
Iranian-American) but have rarely or never produced films within the borders of Iran, 
such as Mohammadreza Farzad, Shirin Neshat, and Ana Lily Amirpour, among others. 
274 Rosalind Galt and Karl Schoonover, “Introduction: The Impurity of Art Cinema,” in 
Global Art Cinema: New Theories and Histories. Eds. Rosalind Galt and Karl 
Schoonover. New York: Oxford University Press, 2010: 3-27: 7. 
275 Galt and Schoonover, “Introduction,” 7. 
276 Ibid. 
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travelogues of the official court photographer for Nasser al-din Shah, as well as with the 

first feature films being shot in India, employing Armenian actresses, and nevertheless 

considered “Iranian” films. In this vein, it is worth considering that the art cinema of the 

1960s and 70s is an attempt to “domesticate” i.e., make local by disciplining, Iranian 

cinema, even as it uses formal methods familiar to viewers from Italian neorealism, the 

French New Wave, and Third Cinema. 

Women and Collective Vision in Abbas Kiarostami’s Shirin 
 

From the first shot of Kiarostami’s Shirin, it is apparent that we are no longer in 

the realm of a Kiarostami who does not deal with women. In fact, the women of Shirin 

appear to jump out of the screen, announcing their novelty in Kiarostami’s oeuvre. By 

insisting that we observe this break from the male-dominated frame of the director’s 

earlier work, the film addresses the central role of visuality in structuring the discourse of 

gender in the Iranian arts and puts forward a new mode of seeing. The ninety-two minute 

film is an intertextual re-imagining of Nezami’s twelfth century epic poem, “Khosrow va 

Shirin” (“Khosrow and Shirin”) as a film-within-the-film, this time truncated to “Shirin.” 

Kiarostami brings woman into new focus within the history of cinema by highlighting 

their dual position of object on the screen and subject in the auditorium. In doing so, he 

makes a larger argument about the failure of the 1979 revolution to address women’s 

vision, and by extension, women’s lives. By making women the spectators, he suggests 

there is no collective vision without women’s vision.  

It is important to state here that contrary to popular perception, the problem of 

gender is not new, i.e., it does not simply appear with the post-revolutionary cinema. As I 

discussed in the Introduction to this dissertation, the question of gender has been central 
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to the history of Iranian cinema. Women’s representation onscreen was a target of 

criticism both in the films of the dissident New Wave (e.g. Dead End, The Mongols, The 

Sealed Soil, among others) as well as the politics around cinema as a technology carrying 

the disease of Gharbzadegi, or “Occidentosis.” The representation of women onscreen in 

post-revolutionary Iranian cinema has responded directly to the notion of “Occidentosis” 

by requiring that women be shown as what Shahla Lahiji calls “chaste dolls” who are 

kind and raise responsible children. 277  Most importantly, the women of post-

revolutionary Iranian cinema are never positioned as objects of sexual desire. 

Nevertheless, there have been many post-revolutionary films, such as Tahmineh Milani’s 

Nim-e Penhan/The Hidden Half (2001), Asghar Farhadi’s Chaharshanbe Suri/Fireworks 

Wednesday (2007), and Rakhshan Bani-Etemad’s Khoon Bazi/Mainline (2006), that push 

these boundaries by representing women in the context of political activism, adultery and 

madness, and heroin addiction, respectively. Films that challenge the portrayal of women 

as only chaste find formal and narrative strategies to get around the restrictions—for 

example, the use of an epistolary male lover in Bani-Etemad’s Banu-e Ordibehesht/The 

May Lady (1998). In many post-revolutionary films, gender operates as a structure within 

the film, much as it did in early New Wave films like The House is Black and The Son of 

Iran Has No News from his Mother. The matter of gender as structure and as a thematic 

issue is pertinent to my discussion of both Shirin and The Mirror. In my analysis of each 

film, I will elaborate on the problem of gender that I discuss in the Introduction. 

* * * 

                                            
277 See Shahla Lahiji, “Chase Dolls and Unchaste Dolls: Women in Iranian Cinema Since 
1979.” The New Iranian Cinema: Politics, Representation and Identity. Ed. Richard 
Tapper. London: I.B. Tauris, 2002: 215-226. 
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In this section of the chapter, I trace the stark shift in Kiarostami’s work, from a 

deliberate exclusion of women for most of his career to Shirin, which belabors the act of 

looking at women to the point of watching them just to witness what they see. Shirin is a 

film that indexes a mode of seeing born out of the very specific conditions of the post-

revolutionary Iranian film industry, and yet is also imbued with concerns about visuality 

present since the early days of the Iranian New Wave. My interest in Shirin vis-à-vis the 

New Wave is motivated by the desire to locate its origins in Farrokhzad’s The House is 

Black (1962). I consider The House is Black and Shirin as the loose bookends of a half-

century in which Iranian cinema endeavored to create a new mode of seeing and 

spectatorship and, one could even say, of oppositional citizenship. I read Shirin as 

engaged in an implicit dialogue with The House is Black. As I argue in Chapter Two, 

Farrokhzad used her own poetry and holy verse alongside “official” clinical language 

about leprosy, remediating these forms into a new style of cinema. While uniformly 

admired for its creative upending of the ethnographic gaze of documentary, The House is 

Black has scarcely been read closely despite the fact that it anticipated much of what 

would be an endless source of fascination for Iranian cinema: the interplay between 

genres such as documentary and fiction, the use of non-actors, a fixation with the concept 

of the gaze as both constitutive and reflective of the spectator’s subjectivity and perhaps 

most importantly, the structural incorporation of non-filmic media, such as poetry, into a 

slippery zone of contact somewhere between the diegesis of the film and “reality.”  

The relationship of The House is Black and Farrokhzad’s poetry to the cinema of 

Kiarostami is, along with the post-revolutionary Iranian state, one of two contexts that 

help to situate Shirin. If we are to return, as I have suggested, to The House is Black and 
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to Farrokhzad’s central importance in the New Wave, then we cannot circumvent the 

history of her work in Kiarostami’s filmography. One of the main examples of this 

inheritance is Kiarostami’s 1999 film Bad ma ra khahad bord/The Wind Will Carry Us, 

which I discussed in Chapter Three. To briefly summarize what I write there, the film 

takes its title from a poem of the same name by Farrokhzad and stages a full recitation of 

the poem in, arguably, the most crucial scene of the film. The main character, Behzad, 

asks a young woman from whom he is buying milk, two striking questions: “Can you lift 

up the gas lamp?” and “Do you know Forough?” The second question, of course, refers 

to Farrokhzad and functions to give a nod to the spectator who is already aware that the 

film’s title is named after one of Forough’s poems. More importantly, by asking the two 

questions in combination, the film is addressing both the young woman in the scene and 

its imagined ideal spectator. As Mottahedeh points out in Displaced Allegories: Post-

revolutionary Iranian Cinema, when the young woman refuses to reveal her face, the 

film is self-reflexive in its reference to the enunciative abilities of cinema: “our inability 

to see Zeynab’s face is reflected upon in the exchange between characters.”278 This 

scene’s meditation on the ability of the film to “avert the camera’s look,” as Mottahedeh 

puts it, by not allowing us to see Zeynab, is in some ways also a return to The House is 

Black. Farrokhzad’s film insists it can “revise” the camera’s look, albeit not by averting 

this look, but by augmenting it and also depleting it in its encounter with poetry. 

Farrokhzad’s camera refuses to cast either a distanced documentarian look at leprosy or a 

romanticized exploration of the lives of “others” to the tune of a poetic voiceover 

narration. Instead, the film draws our attention to the different vantage points through 

                                            
278 Mottahedeh, Displaced Allegories, 128-129.  
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which lepers are situated and seen in Iranian society. In what follows, I demonstrate how 

the project of national or “collective” vision in Shirin is indebted to this history. 

* *  * 

 The concept of intertextuality (and by extension, intermediality) is crucial to 

Shirin, a film in which this device is used in multiple ways. The film is based on a short 

story by Farideh Golbou, which in turn is based on the widely read epic poem by Nezami. 

The story itself is rather simple. It is an epic romance about the Persian king, Khosrow 

Parviz, and his love for Shirin, the Armenian princess. There is a love triangle with 

Farhad, a stone cutter who falls in love with Shirin but kills himself when Khosrow sends 

a messenger to (falsely) tell him that Shirin is dead. Khosrow and Shirin marry, but he is 

killed by an enemy as the couple sleep next to each other. In addition to being a popular 

tale throughout the Middle East and South Asia, the story of “Khosrow and Shirin” made 

an appearance at the beginning of Iranian cinema. In 1934, Abdolhossein Sepanta wrote 

and directed a film titled Shirin va Farhad (Shirin and Farhad), one among a number of 

other films based on Persian history and folklore.279 Not only does this affirm the 

importance of Kiarostami’s choice to use this particular story, but it also provides solid 

evidence that the history of Iranian cinema is deeply intertwined with that of literature 

and poetry.  

Intertextuality is present in Shirin not only as it is revealed between cinema and 

poetry, but also as it performs a remediation of the two media, thus being also a form of 

intermediality. I bring the term remediation to my analysis of Shirin from Jay David 

                                            
279 For more on Sepanta’s work and the early history of Iranian films based on traditional 
stories, see Hamid Naficy, “Iranian Writers, the Iranian Cinema, and the Case of Dash 
Akol,” Iranian Studies, 18 (1985): 231-251. 
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Bolter and Richard Grusin’s discussion of digital media, in which they define the term as 

“the representation of one medium in another.” 280  Although this definition seems 

deceptively simple, there are gradations in how remediation appears and works. While 

the newer medium might try to completely absorb the older medium, Bolter and Grusin 

argue that the older medium “cannot be entirely effaced” because there is always a degree 

of (inter)dependency present, no matter how implicitly.281  

In a move that draws our attention immediately to the way he is playing with 

intertextuality, Kiarostami notably drops Khosrow from “Khosrow and Shirin,” settling 

instead for just the female half of this famed tale/couple. Given this decision, it seems 

that Kiarostami is urging us to begin our analysis with the film’s title sequence. 

Throughout the sequence, we see the pages of an ancient manuscript, illustrated in the 

Persian miniature style. The book features the pages of “Khosrow and Shirin,” telling the 

story with both image and text. Kiarostami inserts the credits to his own film at the top of 

the page, thereby inscribing the original or source text with his own adaptation or 

response. This happens at a number of levels and functions as a kind of mise-en-abyme 

for the history of Shirin as intertext.  

                                            
280 Bolter and Grusin, Remediation, 45. 
281 Ibid., 47.  
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Figure 1, From the title sequence of Shirin: “Inspired from the work of Hakim Nezami 
Ganjavi,” followed by “Screenplay, M. Rahmanian.” 
 
Between these two shots we see a number of painted images change, as they narrate the 

story, while the names of the actresses appear untranslated in the space reserved for the 
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production credits. These shots are images of miniatures, also known as manuscript 

illustrations. Miniatures themselves have an internal intermediality. 282  The Persian 

miniature is a kind of manuscript illustration that can vary in scale and that developed 

largely within a literary context. Miniatures thematically illustrate romantic tales and 

epics, as well as historical and mythic narratives. There are a number of styles of Persian 

miniature painting, thus it is difficult to attribute to them a generalized aesthetic. 

Nevertheless, there is agreement among scholars that the miniatures from the thirteenth 

century onwards share certain characteristics, including conventions from Chinese 

painting (in the representation of landscape, flora and fauna, and young men and women), 

fine detail, vibrant use of color, and finally a general aesthetic as an art of the book, i.e., a 

historically private art that was visible by one person at a time.283 Given this history, the 

miniature tradition also provides an important historical contrast for thinking about the 

role of the spectator in Iranian cinema and how various regimes (particularly that of the 

Islamic Republic of Iran) have attempted to shape the creator-object-viewer triad. 

Christine Gruber notes: 

   through iconographic elaboration and other modes of    
  interpretation (such as oral explication), agents on both ends of the   
  production process – that is, both inception and reception – could   
  symbolically turn paintings into topical messages belonging to   

                                            
282 Artworks fixated on the relationship between text and image were also focal points for 
modernist art in Iran in the 1960s and 1970s, such as the use of calligraphy in the work of 
visual artists Siah Armajani, Parviz Tanavoli, and Hossein Zenderoudi. Thus, we have 
here another thread linking the period of the 1960s and the 1970s, formally and 
aesthetically, to the post-revolutionary period. For more on this practice in the visual art 
of the 1960s and 1970s, see Shiva Balaghi, “Iranian Visual Arts in ‘The Century of 
Machinery, Speed, and the Atom’: Rethinking Modernity,” in Picturing Iran: Art, Society 
and Revolution. Eds. Shiva Balaghi and Lynn Gumpert. London: I.B Tauris, 22-37.  
283 Oleg Grabar, Mostly Miniatures: An Introduction to Persian Painting. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2000: 124-26. 
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  larger political, cultural, and religious agendas.284 

This very ability of the miniature painting to be transformed for various contexts and 

purposes—through the process of interpretation and explication—highlights its 

potentially revolutionary power, as well as its role as an interlocutor for the development 

of Iran’s national cinema. Farrokh Gaffary, a New Wave director as well as a theorist of 

cinema argues that the work of poets such as Ferdowsi and Nezami, as well as the 

Sassanid sculptors of the fourteenth century and the miniaturists of the thirteenth century 

onwards, as well as the religious form of drama known as Tazieh are all ancestors of the 

seventh art (cinema).285 Oleg Grabar states that Nezami was the lyric poet most important 

for the arts, given the rich visual imagery found in his poetic language.286 In fact, after the 

Shahnameh, or the Persian Book of Kings, Nezami’s poems are the manuscripts that 

contain the most miniatures, beginning at the end of the fourteenth-century. The earliest 

known record of an illustration of Nezami’s Khamseh dates to the mid-1300s.287 As 

David J. Roxburgh notes, this period is marked by a shift within Persian manuscript 

illustration itself, wherein the painting comes to “acquire a measure of autonomy, valued 

by its contemporary viewer as painting and not solely illustration.”288  

                                            
284 Gruber, “Questioning the ‘classical’ in Persian painting,” 1. See also Sheila S. Blair, 
“The Development of the Illustrated Book in Iran,” Muqarnas 10 (1993): 266-74 and 
Marie Swietochowski, “The Development of Book Illustration in Pre-Safavid Iran.” 
Iranian Studies 7.1 (1974): 40-71. 

285 Farrokh Ghaffary, “Les forms precinematographiques.” Le Cinéma en Iran. Téhéran: 
Le conseil superieur de la Culture et des Arts, Centre d’études et de la coordination 
Culturelles, 1973. Translation mine.  
286 Grabar, Mostly Miniatures, 105. See also Cary S. Welch Jr. and Martin B. Dickson, 
The Houghton Shahnameh. 2 vols. Cambridge: Houghton, 1981. 
287 Sheila R. Canby, Persian Painting. London: Thames and Hudson, 1993: 42. 
288 David J. Roxburgh, “The Aesthetics of Aggregation: Persian Anthologies of the 
Fifteenth Century.” Princeton Papers:  Interdisciplinary Journal of Middle Eastern 
Studies 8 (2001):  119–142: 120. 
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 Extending this into a theorization of the title sequence as a form unto itself, we 

might consider then that the Persian miniature constitutes the perfect “content” for the 

title sequence understood as an “ancillary,” or adjacent text to the film. I will elaborate on 

this point shortly in my analysis of title sequences in some of Kiarostami’s post-

revolutionary work. If, as I argue in this chapter, Kiarostami uses the staged occasion of 

women viewing a film in order to comment on the Vertretung/Darstellung conundrum, 

then the Persian miniature also provides the perfect intermediary text, in so far as it also 

signifies something that is not yet actualized. In describing why Persian artists favored 

the miniature, Sheila R. Canby suggests, “by favouring two-dimensionality and 

compositional harmony, they presented things as they should be, not necessarily as they 

are.”289 In my analysis of Kiarostami’s manipulation of the standard relationship of the 

gaze to the represented figure, I am also suggesting that he is prescribing a kind of vision 

(translated into collectivity). I perceive this as a twin to the harmony of the imagined 

world of the Persian miniature.  

 This type of two-dimensionality and harmony also represents a kind of restrained 

gaze present later in nineteenth-century Persian painters insofar as painters “captured 

their sitters’ characters without invading their wall of reserve.”290 Hamid Dabashi notes 

that miniature paintings as well as coffee house narrative paintings were antecedents to 

cinema, but describes all of these forms as “a stolen look, a forbidden glance, mediated 

by the remissive corners that religious minorities had long occupied. The darkness of the 

movie houses were thus the increasingly transgressive spaces where Iranian subjectivity 

                                            
289 Canby, Persian Painting, 7. 
290 Ibid., 12. 
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had to negotiate an extraordinarily precarious and borrowed presence for itself.”291 In 

relation to the notion of the movie house as a transgressive space by virtue of its 

darkness—the precise characteristic that has constituted the cinema as the kind of remote 

space conducive to a voyeuristic gaze within much of film theory—is an attempt to read a 

collective desire to look as one facilitated by cinema. It might be said that in Shirin 

Kiarostami breaks up this “transgressive space” by directing his camera at the faces of the 

spectators themselves—though in this case they are women, and the question of the 

transgressive quality of Kiarostami’s camera is a point I discuss at length below. 

 
Figure 2, From the title sequence of Shirin: “Directed and produced by Abbas 
Kiarostami.” 
 Following Kiarostami’s final credit in the title sequence of Shirin, we see several 

more images that narrate the end of Khosrow and Shirin’s story, via paintings that change 

through dissolves within the space of the manuscript pages. Thus a cinematic effect is 

employed to in a moment of anachronism to create a moving image out of the miniature 
                                            
291 Dabashi, Close-Up, 15-16. 
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painting. The effect of the technology is also a kind of synchronic remediation of the 

historical past, in the sense that the miniature—a firmly rooted part of Iranian heritage—

is transformed by means of borrowed, foreign, and “futuristic,” i.e. anachronistic, 

technology. The images contained in the physical book represented on screen do the work 

of telling us what the image(s) of the story might look like, or could look like. 

 The evolution of the epic poem into the short story by Golbou, into M. 

Rahmanian’s script, into Kiarostami’s film is physically inscribed on both the original 

text and the plate on which it has been reproduced for the title sequence. I see this in light 

of what Thierry Kuntzel calls the opening sequence’s ability to function as a matrix of the 

text.292 The intertextuality of the sequence, in addition to our speculation about whether it 

is “for us” or a title sequence for the film within the film is evidence of the sequence’s 

ability to show the workings of what might later appear to be a more straightforward text. 

In other words, if the aural narrative of the film belies the project of looking, the title 

sequence complicates that narrative’s ability to sweep away the text’s dissonances. If this 

transformation of forms that occurs within the title sequence—what I described earlier as 

mise-en-abyme for the history of Shirin itself—is one that highlights dissonances, then 

we might also consider this series of transformations as a re-reading of the miniature 

itself and the reach of its influence.  

 The importance of what one might call this dissonant or oppositional title 

sequence in Shirin should also be considered in light of Kiarostami’s treatment of the title 

sequence in another important post-revolutionary work, 1994’s Zire Derakhtan 

Zeitoun/Through the Olive Trees. In this film, as in much of his oeuvre, Kiarostami uses 

                                            
292 Thierry Kuntzel, “The Film-Work 2,” Camera Obscura, 2 (1980): 6-70.  



   

 216 

reflexivity to think about both the ontology of cinema and the material conditions of film 

production. Here reflexivity occurs within the diegesis as well as in the title sequence, 

which in Through the Olive Trees differs slightly from its position in Shirin insofar as it 

straddles the line between diegesis and an “alternate” text. Perhaps it seems redundant to 

call the title sequence of any given film a moment of self-reflexivity. It is, after all, often 

the place where the production history of the film collides with the diegesis in a much 

more confrontational manner than, for example, a cameo from the director. Even a self-

contained title sequence that is, in a manner, non-diegetic (such as the work of Saul Bass 

in Psycho) manages to draw the spectator’s attention to the filmic enunciation. Yet the 

under-appreciated title sequence offers up a much richer world than its reputation would 

suggest. In “Reading the Title Sequence (Vorspann, Générique),” Georg Stanitzek 

suggests, “this designated, dysfunctional space thus comes to stand in for an alternative 

kind of film.”293 His position on the title sequence vehemently defends its autonomy as a 

cinematic form. It has the function of introducing the film but what happens in this 

moment of introduction is “an aggregate of representational moments.” 294  Here, 

Stanitzek’s reading comes close to that of Kuntzel, who sees the title sequence as “the 

matrix of all the subsequent narrative representations and sequences.”295 Both Stanitzek 

and Kuntzel agree on the ability of the title sequence to contain all of the contradictions 

and exciting irregularities that the larger film has the ability (and perhaps desire) to iron 

out, but Kuntzel’s designation of the title sequence as a “matrix” seems at odds with how 

Stanitzek conceives of the alternative film. One contains, while the other is an expression 

                                            
293 George Stanitzek, Reading the Title Sequence (Vorspann, Générique).” Cinema 
Journal 48.4 (2009): 44-58: 50. 
294 Stanitzek, “Reading,” 50. 
295 Kuntzel, “The Film-Work 2,” 20. 
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of difference. Using the process of filmmaking as a binding agent of sorts, I argue that 

the title sequence suggests that beginnings are the site of radical opposition in the way 

that they unleash the text’s worldview prior to its “evidence” or development into a 

textual body.   

 The following is a close reading of the title sequence/opening sequence of 

Through the Olive Trees that provides both a fertile point of comparison with the title 

sequence of Shirin, as well as a means through which to consider the mise-en-abyme 

structure as a form of intermediality and, in the case of Shirin, as a form of 

intertextuality. Furthermore, this excursus on Through the Olive Trees provides further 

evidence for the experimental legacy of the pre-revolutionary Iranian New Wave and its 

influence on the post-revolutionary art cinema. As I will demonstrate briefly, the 

reflexive and experimental mode of cinema that critics identify with Kiarostami’s later 

work is in fact already a strong feature of his earlier “humanist” works. Thus an 

additional purpose of my reading of Through the Olive Trees is to establish a through line 

not just between the Iranian New Wave and the “New Iranian Cinema,” but within 

Kiarostami’s body of work itself. 

 Through the Olive Trees is the third in Kiarostami’s celebrated Koker trilogy, 

following Khane-ye Doost Kojast?/Where is the Friend’s Home? (1987) and Zendegi va 

Digar Hich/Life, and Nothing More…(1991). Life, and Nothing More… is a semi-

autobiographical film that sees Kiarostami returning to the small village of Koker in 

northern Iran where he filmed Where is the Friend’s Home?. The story was motivated by 

the director’s desire to seek out the actors from the first film, following the massive 

earthquake that hit northern Iran in 1990. Life, and Nothing More… is a stand-alone 
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“fiction” film in that it follows a director and his son on this journey through Iran, and yet 

it is irrevocably connected to reality through the reference to Kiarostami’s 1987 film.  

 Through the Olive Trees straddles fiction and reality in a similar manner. The film 

is about the making of Life, and Nothing More… and about the process of filmmaking in 

general. The plot of the film focuses on another story within the story of the film’s 

evolution: the lead actor Hossein’s pursuit of Tahareh, the lead actress. I read the title 

sequence of Through the Olive Trees as a “film” that falls somewhere between an 

overture and a title sequence, the difference lying in the realm of Stanitzek’s “alternative 

film.”  

 The film begins very suddenly with an establishing shot that uses an olive tree to 

separate Mohammad Ali Keshavarz, the director of the film-within-the-film, from the 

crowd of young women who have arrived for a casting call. Keshavarz speaks directly to 

the camera: “I’m Mohammad Ali Keshavarz, the actor who plays the director. The other 

actors were hired on location. We’re in Koker, about 400 kilometers, no, 350 kilometers 

north of Tehran, where an earthquake destroyed everything last year.” At this point, a 

woman holding a clipboard comes running toward Keshavarz and excuses herself for 

interrupting by saying, “The girls are hungry. They’ve still got a long way to go. Can we 

speed it up a bit?” Keshavarz nods, she runs back to the young women, and he turns his 

body back towards the camera, stating: “We have come to this rebuilt school to choose a 

young actress.” As he finishes this sentence we hear the crowd of women clap and the 

next shot is a long shot that situates them in an olive orchard. “I’m sorry, I’m late,” 

Keshavarz says in a voice-over. The next shot is from the point-of-view of the crowd, and 

shows Keshavarz walking with his assistant Mrs. Shiva through the lines that the young 
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women have formed. As they pass the women, Keshavarz stops whenever he sees 

someone interesting, asking “What’s your name?” and often asking them to repeat their 

names, which he sometimes repeats back. With one or two of the would-be actors, he 

asks where they live. Whenever he finds someone of interest, with whom he wants to 

have a follow-up, he asks Mrs. Shiva to get her information down. For the majority of 

this process, the camera looks at the young women from Keshavarz’s point of view; we 

hear the questions being asked offscreen by him and Mrs. Shiva, while we see the girls’ 

faces as they respond. A robust wind blows throughout the scene, interacting with the 

audio of the dialogue and causing the girls’ hejabs to flutter around. When the camera 

performs a shot-reverse shot, we see Keshavarz’s graying hair blow in the wind, 

mimicking the movement of the wind through the trees. Interestingly, the reverse shots—

when the camera directs our gaze back to Keshavarz or, the production of the film—are 

never from the point-of-view of the young woman he was speaking to in the preceding 

shot. Instead, the camera is positioned at a distance, several rows behind the girl being 

addressed. This gives the viewer a sense of social distance between the women and the 

director, but also of the duration of the casting call. There are many people at the casting 

and Keshavarz has to see them all.  

 The pattern established thus far with the camera’s distance during the shot-reverse 

shot sequences is broken at 01:57 when a tall, attractive young woman yells out, “Where 

will you show it? You’re filming us. Oh…what does it matter? You won’t show it.” For 

the first time, the reverse-shot looks at Keshavarz head-on from the perspective of the 

person speaking to him. He responds: “You mean, on TV?” and we become aware that 

this young woman is expressing a collective concern about what is to be gained for the 
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women who are waiting in the cold to be interviewed for a project that they will not have 

access to after their roles in the production. Keshavarz then says that yes, the film will not 

be shown on television but then asks if that is a reason not to film. The girl says: “Aren’t 

you going to show it to us? Your last film went out on Channel 2, which we can’t get 

here. Why bother? It makes no difference to us.” At this point, Keshavarz looks around at 

the crowd and poses a question to everyone: “Kids, what do you say? Do we film or 

not?” The crowd shouts in unison, “We film! We film!” The young woman intervenes 

again, “But you’ll have to show it.” Keshavarz asks her name, she gives it, and he asks 

Mrs. Shiva to note it, all while the camera pans left through the crowd.  Keshavarz stops 

to talk to a girl who identifies herself as being fifteen years old. In the final shot of the 

sequence, Keshavarz walks offscreen into the crowd of girls while the camera is 

stationary on Mrs. Shiva, as she repeats back the girl’s address, “Rostam-Abad, in 

Koker.” Non-diegetic music of heavy drumming kicks in and the next shot is a black 

frame that introduces the title sequence proper. 

 The credits, beginning with the title of the film, appear perfectly centered against 

the black frame in white, messy handwritten Persian script. The information that we 

receive pertains, in the following order, to: the title, director, actors, title design, 

photographer, assistant director, script, mixer, sound engineers and the director of 

photography. While this information is presented, there is non-diegetic Western classical 

music playing. As the name of the director of photography is presented, we begin to hear 

what we assume is the diegetic sound of a dog barking. The final credits inform us that 

the film is written, produced and directed by Abbas Kiarostami. Cut to the “film” as a car 

weaves down a winding road through the mountains.  
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 The opening sequence with Mr. Keshavarz and the young women is an integral 

part of the title sequence itself. The black frames with their white script do not disrupt the 

diegesis established by the opening sequence precisely because of film’s storyline is 

about the production of another film. In the space of a few minutes, the opening sequence 

establishes itself as a compact, autonomous text with several things to say about the 

inspiration, process and realities of filmmaking. The film is conscious too, even at this 

early stage of its development, about the ways in which spaces of production and 

reception are intertwined from the moment of the film’s genesis. The opening sequence 

offers a potential challenge to Stanitzek’s contention that “films seem to need the title 

sequence” because the scene of casting in a sense gives us the information we need to 

cross the threshold occupied by the actual credits.296 Stanitzek argues that the basic 

function of a title sequence, bearing in mind the variety of approaches to this temporal 

period of the viewing experience, “focuses on the situation of distractedness and 

diverging expectations, namely in providing a focus that allows for a transition into the 

movie.”297 Here, the credits of Under the Olive Trees give the spectator time to reflect on 

what has just happened and as such do indeed account for some lack of attention. 

 In his intricate reading of the opening sequence of The Most Dangerous Game 

(1932), Kuntzel suggests that the title sequence can be read as a matrix of what is to 

come. Kuntzel’s choice of “matrix” is appropriate for his argument about the embedded 

nature of the title sequence; it contains within it the key to cracking the code of the film 

as a whole. The many layers of the film’s representation are contained therein. If we 

extend our understanding of “matrix” back to its archaic meaning—womb—the title 

                                            
296 Stanitzek, “Reading,” 49. 
297 Ibid., 44. 
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sequence becomes the site of multiple possibilities for thinking through the relation 

between beginnings and the body of the film. For Kuntzel, the matrix is the site of 

atemporality—an empty structure; this argument stresses the constitutive importance of 

Under the Olive Trees’ beginning.298 The title sequence’s emphasis on the production of 

a (diegetical) film underscores the title sequence’s status as a form of potential.  

 It is hardly surprising that, in his discussion of title sequences as a synthesis of the 

creative and the critical, Stanitzek makes reference to Edward Said’s Beginnings: 

Intention and Method (1975).299 Though he does not discuss film specifically, in that 

book Said is concerned with how a text’s situatedness allows it to speak. For this, he 

looks to origins. Said makes a distinction between the idea of “origin,” which he sees as 

divine and mythical (and in that sense privileged), and “beginning” which is humanly 

produced and marked by its secularism.300 Why are beginnings important? Said’s interest 

in the notion of “beginnings” has to do with how the concept has functioned throughout 

history in order to produce meaning in texts. This emphasis on beginnings is evident in 

Said’s approach to the work for which he is most famous, Orientalism. The “beginning” 

there amounts to his Foucauldian understanding of how to understand the place of 

Oriental tales, travelogues, letters, paintings, etc. within a larger discourse. From that 

vital decision, a worldview belonging to the critic is formed.301 For Said, understanding 

                                            
298 Kuntzel, “The Film-Work 2,” 20. 
299 Stanitzek, “Reading,” 46. 
300 For Said, “secular” is always oppositional or alternative rather than non-religious. To 
engage in “secular” thinking, one must carve out a space of distance or homelessness (he 
draws on Georg Lukács’ notion of transcendental homelessness in The Theory of the 
Novel) that refuses the lure of belonging or what he calls filiation. See, “Introduction: 
Secular Criticism” and “Traveling Theory” in The World, the Text, and the Critic.  
301 The difference between Said and Foucault here might be the emphasis Said gives to 
the critic’s ability to stand outside the matrix of power. 
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beginnings also allows us to engage the idea of how difference is produced and how texts 

are authorized. The work of the intellectual, one of Said’s perennial subjects, should 

strive to be a beginning, in the sense of combining theory and practice. Stanitzek sees the 

title sequence as a form of reading itself and we can arguably conceive of this reading as 

occurring at the moment of work—interpretation—performed by those working on the 

title sequence.  

 The moment of interpretation, in the title sequence, has to do not just with the 

group of artist-workers developing the sequence, but also with an idea of how to go from 

what Kuntzel calls “seed” to body. Following from that, can a seed be evidence of a 

position? In the case of the Under the Olive Trees, I argue that it can and does. Already 

within the opening sequence, Kiarostami’s critique of the larger system of film 

production and distribution in Iran is evident. How does Tahareh’s seemingly innocent 

question about the “point” of the girls’ participation influence our experience of watching 

the film and “reading” it? Kiarostami draws out the profundity of this question by having 

Tahareh take Mr. Keshavarz to task for not being able to provide an adequate answer. For 

many of the individuals who act in the films of the “New Iranian Cinema,” yet are not 

actually professional actors, the experience is singular, perhaps even momentous. Yet, as 

Tahareh implies, its history vanishes the moment the cameras stop rolling and 

Kiarostami’s crew returns to Tehran. In the end, the production history and reception-

future of Under the Olive Trees embedded in its originating moment—the title 

sequence—offers itself up to the only choice available to it: the film is aware, at many 

levels, of its own ability to “be” a film and attempts to live in recognition of this 

contradiction. 
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 To imagine an inherent contradiction between the title sequence and the film itself 

is to allow an intermedial space of productive tension in which our reading of the film (as 

one form/text) already holds others within it. Kiarostami repeats this structure with the 

opening sequence of Shirin. In the case of this later film, the title sequence very forcibly 

inscribes Nezami’s poem in the production of Kiarostami’s film. This functions similarly 

to the collision between cinema and poetry that occurs in Farrokhzad’s The House is 

Black. The pages of this type of manuscript, with Persian miniatures, are an undisputed 

marker of “high” art—a sort of guarantor of the rich tradition of Persian arts that forms 

one of the binding agents of collective Iranian identity. To inscribe this type of material 

with the production of a film—as well as its delineated labor roles—suggests that we 

consider cinema within this realm. Furthermore, what I described as the “constitutive 

importance” of Kiarostami’s title sequence in Under the Olive Trees might also be said 

for the inscription of the cinematic text into the “ancient” text—that the film tries to 

“return” the moving image to an anachronistic time/space.  

Women and Collective Vision 

 In order to situate Shirin within a larger historical context, it is necessary to 

consider the philosophy of, and position accorded to, visuality by the Islamic Republic of 

Iran following the 1979 revolution. This context, however, is itself already reworked 

through Kiarostami’s career-long return to the concerns about visuality foregrounded in 

the mid-twentieth century by the Iranian New Wave and its attendant avant-gardes. 

Nevertheless, given the extensive structural changes to the film industry following the 

establishment of the Islamic Republic, it is important here to discuss how visuality has 
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been taken up since 1979 and, specifically, the way in which it is constituted and 

represented in cinema.  

Shortly after 1979, the newly formed Islamic government modified its position on 

the viability of cinema as the main art of the new political project. Echoing the words of 

modernist poet and painter Sohrab Sepehri, the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini suggested 

that via the cinema, the nation could collectively rinse its eyes out and “see anew.” Like 

many other newly established regimes, the Islamic Republic of Iran saw the cinema for 

its “mass” possibilities. The regime had its own vision, however, of what this rinsing out 

would look like. Cinema became a place where the Islamic regime could pursue one of its 

central goals: to assert the unique nature of Iranian culture as something that was neither 

of the Arab-dominated East nor derived of the residue of Western imperialism. The Cold 

War context presented an additional rejection of the Soviet presence and its potential 

imperial threat to Iran. One central mode through which Iran’s difference was put forth 

was at the level of the re-determination of what was permissible to represent on screen. 

The modesty laws, put forth by the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance, contained 

a series of mandates around women wearing the hijab on screen, as well as appropriate 

heterosexual conduct. On this point, it is worth quoting Mottahedeh at length: 

 In an effort to produce a national cinema against the voyeuristic gaze of dominant 
 cinema, the post-Revolutionary film industry was charged with reeducating the 
 national sensorium and inscribing a new national subject-spectator severed from 
 dominant cinema’s formal systems of looking. The industry was asked not only to 
 represent another world, a purified Shiite world, but also to produce a new 
 national body unhampered by the conventions and codes that habitually render 
 time and space continuous and hence realistic in dominant cinema’s scopophilic 
 and voyeuristic practices.302 
 

                                            
302 Mottahedeh, Displaced Allegories: 2. 
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Some have read Kiarostami’s work as an effort to evade these problems and to go against 

the grain by not participating in developing this spectatorial vision altogether. 

 The frequent accusations that Kiarostami has evaded the important question of 

gender in the post-revolutionary era are due to the fact that his work is marked by a lack 

of explicit visual and narrative attention to women. Indeed, it was not until his 2002 film, 

Ten, that Kiarostami made a film with a female-centric narrative. In a kind of call and 

response with his earlier film, Ta’m-e guilaas (Taste of Cherry, 1997), Kiarostami 

positions the camera on the dashboard of a car while a woman drives around Tehran and 

has ten conversations with various people in her life. Mottahedeh deems Kiarostami’s 

filmic treatment of women to be an “absent presence,” arguing that it is precisely this 

absence that gives significance to the figure of woman in his oeuvre. She reads this near 

exclusion of women as suggesting that “the absent female body is associated with the 

enunciated apparatus, that is with the very technology that produces his films.”303 

Kiarostami has himself alluded to this absent presence, when remarking in conversation 

with French philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy, “these holes, these moments of failure are what 

make for the construction.”304 Indeed, the brief recoveries of the figure of woman in films 

like The Wind Will Carry Us serve to remind us of the fact that his narratives are only 

apparently androcentric.  

 2008’s Shirin breaks with Kiarostami’s alleged practice of evading the question of 

woman. The question of woman and representation in Iranian cinema, in combination 

with Kiarostami’s apparent androcentrism, has often made him the target of criticism for 

                                            
303 Ibid., 100.  
304 Ibid., 103.  
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his alleged lack of commitment to “the real Iran.”305 I read his decision to remain in Iran 

after 1979 (and especially after the new laws around vision and representation) as 

providing a counterargument to such claims. Shirin explicitly addresses this claim 

through its emphasis on the presence of women in Iranian cinema and visual 

representation. Of course, the “absent presence” of women in his earlier films does 

somewhat complicate whether Shirin is a drastic break. But here the explicit emphasis on 

the representation of women is unlike any way in which they have been figured in his 

oeuvre heretofore, especially in their representation as a collective.  

 After the title sequence, we are abruptly brought into the world of “our” film, 

Shirin. We hear a door close, people whispering to one another, and the rustle of 

packages of food being opened. After this brief sequence, the film is split between the 

visual and the sonic. We hear the story, “Khosrow and Shirin,” performed by the actors in 

what sounds like a play, but what we see for the duration of the ninety-two minute film is 

a series of close-up shots of women sitting at the cinema. We watch them react to a film 

that we never actually see. We see, with every close-up shot, the light from the projector, 

above and around the figure of the woman in the frame. Sometimes it brightens the entire 

frame enough to see those sitting behind or on either side of each woman (when it is a 

medium close-up). At other times, there is very dim light from the projector, making it 

difficult to see anything but the skin on the actress’s face, and sometimes, her hands. 

                                            
305 Kiarostami’s style has often been called modernist, a designation which, when used 
euphemistically by his detractors has maintained the hierarchical logic that understands 
modernism as a movement that excludes the non-European. Godfrey Cheshire, for 
example, argues convincingly for a reading of Kiarostami that resists the familiar binaries 
of tradition and modernity and avoids confusing “modernism” with “modernity,” while 
also arguing that intimacy with Kiarostami’s work requires fluency in both European and 
Iranian art traditions. See Cheshire, “How to Read Kiarostami,” Cineaste, 25.4 (2000): 8-
15. 
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 The faces that we see in the audience are of 114 actresses: 113 of them are Iranian 

actresses across generations and one of them is the French actress, Juliette Binoche. The 

film is a series of close-up shots that treat the individual actresses in much the manner 

described above. By working with celebrated actresses Kiarostami pays homage to the 

history of Iranian cinema and television. The line-up of actresses who all reference 

particular films functions as an oppositional historiography of Iranian cinema; 114 

actresses represent the presence of at least 114 films in the physical cinema.  The 

inclusion of Juliette Binoche functions to both include Kiarostami’s subsequent film 

Copie conforme/Certified Copy (2010) in that history, but also locates Iranian cinema in a 

global context. Binoche’s face thus serves as an index for European cinema in the same 

way that the Iranian actresses’ faces point to the work of Kiarostami’s colleagues at 

home. It should be noted here that although the camera does not rest on their faces at all, 

Kiarostami’s male colleagues are represented in Shirin more explicitly than simply 

through the faces of their lead actresses. Several well known Iranian actors are in the 

background of many frames, including Homayoun Ershadi, the star of Taste of Cherry, 

and director Jafar Panahi, who frequently collaborates with Kiarostami. None of the men 

are named or listed in any way during the end credits. Several reviews of Shirin in film 

magazines and newspapers in the West have attributed the presence of these men as 

something akin to “shadowy figures” that loom behind the women. Kiarostami is 

certainly making a statement, however elusive and slippery, about the status of women in 

the cinema and in Iran, but an analysis of the representation of gender relations would 

demand more than such “shadowy” readings that conform to the geopolitics of viewing 

Middle Eastern cinema in the West.  
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 In Shirin, the close-up shot constitutes the demarcation of difference at a formal 

level. In Kiarostami’s earlier work, memorable close-ups such as the one on Behzad, the 

hero of The Wind Will Carry Us, arrive as jarring moments of difference from the rest of 

the film, whereas in Shirin the filmic text as a whole departs from narrative cinema as 

such. In their novelty, the earlier close-ups were over-emphasized. We do not just see a 

close-up of the man’s face but an extreme close-up that evolves as Behzad uses the 

camera as a mirror while shaving. He meets the camera’s gaze head on. Within the larger 

context of the film’s long shots of Behzad driving through the mountains and navigating 

his space through a northern Iranian village, the close-up stresses the enunciative abilities 

of the cinema and of that particular moment in the film. Given its name, 1990’s Close-Up 

would suggest an extended meditation on the technique and its repercussions. In that 

film, Kiarostami pays detailed attention to the psychoanalytic promises of the close-up 

with his actual formal strategy lying close to the interview format. The close-up as a 

device suggests the intimacy of a proximity—that we might learn more by getting closer 

and that something can be revealed even if it not explicitly articulated. The protagonist, 

Hossein Sabzian, is often presented through a series of medium close-up shots. As he 

faces trial for impersonating the director Mohsen Makhmalbaf, the camera aims to get 

nearer to his motivations via a more or less traditionally “confrontational” use of the 

close-up. At this point in the narrative, the desire for the proximity offered by the close-

up is fully-fledged on the part of the spectator because it becomes the principal means 

through which Hossein’s affective wall can be broken.  

 While the close-up often emphasizes intimacy and proximity, that is not the case 

in Shirin.  The close-ups in Shirin do not have an immediately obvious narrative function. 
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In the context of a traditional fictional film, we know nothing of the women whose faces 

we see other than precisely that, their faces (because, of course, they are famous 

actresses). Given that we know very little about why they might have specific reactions to 

the film they are watching, their responses take on a certain flatness with its own logic of 

desire. This is not unlike Roland Barthes’ observation that Greta Garbo’s face  

  belongs to that moment in cinema when capturing the human face still  
  plunged audiences into the deepest ecstasy, when one literally lost oneself  
  in a human image as one would in a philtre, when the face represented a  
  kind of absolute state of the flesh, which could be neither reached nor  
  renounced.”306    
 
The relevance of Barthes’ remarks for the non-narrative function of the close-up is 

illustrated by the way that Kiarostami films the face of Golshifteh Farahani, a young 

actress and musician whose work in the New Iranian Cinema has garnered her both 

domestic and international attention. The following stills occur in the last seven minutes 

of the film.  

 

                                            
306 Roland Barthes, “The Face of Garbo,” Mythologies, (New York, 1972): 56.   
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Figure 3: Golshifteh Farahani in Shirin 

 
Figure 4: Golshifteh Farahani in Shirin 
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Figure 5: Golshifteh Farahani in Shirin 

Figure 6: Golshifteh Farahani in Shirin 
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Figure 7: Golshifteh Farahani in Shirin 

 
Figure 8: Golshifteh Farahani in Shirin 
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Figure 9: : Golshifteh Farahani in Shirin 

 
Figure 10: Golshifteh Farahani in Shirin 
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 The preceding stills are from a twenty-one second shot during which the camera 

is stationary as it captures a close-up of Farahani. Behind her and to her left, we see a 

young man; to her right we have a partial view of another woman. During this shot, there 

is no dialogue in the film-within-a-film. At this point, Farahani and the other actresses are 

seeing the tragic ending of the story; they are all crying, one imagines, in response to the 

narrative. Kiarostami allows our attention to their tears to endure for the final seven 

minutes of the film. The pinkish-purple of Farahani’s hijab creates a halo of color around 

her head that helps to break up the dark space of the cinema. Not only does the hijab 

bring contrast to the frame, but it also serves to shorten the depth of focus. The color 

pushes her fellow spectators into the background and emphasizes Farahani’s own face 

and response. The vibrant hue of Farahani’s hijab also provides a moment of intertextual 

code cracking for the cinephile: it indexes Farahani’s public persona and her other work. 

Indeed, she is often photographed in tribal and traditional Iranian clothing, which is 

known for its rich, bright colors. Here, intertextual remediation anticipates it future 

landings, or traces, by lending cinematic visuality to magazine and internet culture.  

 The close-up in Shirin both addresses the problem of the specificity of women in 

cinema and opens onto the problem of collectivity at the level of form. In figure three, 

Farahani’s gaze beyond and above the camera fixes the impenetrability of her face. She is 

moved by what we cannot see. Her look traffics in a blankness that is only slightly 

betrayed by the tear streaming down her left cheek. Only a second later, the light from the 

projector behind her darkens the space of the frame, casting a slight shadow on her face, 

as seen in figure four. In the next two stills, the shot is gradually brightened as the light 

from the projector intensifies, yet Farahani’s face does not emerge altered from that 
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darkened moment. The darkening of the frame allows for an easy deflection of the look, 

one that is even more oppositional for its persistence in the light. This darkness is 

consistent throughout the film. The light from the projector comes in from behind the 

women’s heads, but towards us. At times it blocks our attempt at spectatorship, making 

the space behind and around their heads indecipherable. This becomes a question of 

excess material in the frame, or something for which we cannot easily account because it 

renders the entire frame a collection of excess. In his discussion of the third or obtuse 

meaning of the image, Barthes describes the notion of “anaphoric gesture without 

significant content, a sort of gash rased of meaning (of desire for meaning).”307 This is 

how I read the excess(-ive) qualities of the close-ups in Shirin. The close-up’s function 

here, if we recall, is not necessarily psychically motivated. What is important about the 

light around the women’s heads? Because we do not know, and often cannot see, we give 

ourselves over to a kind of scopophilic impulse that is aptly described by Gilles Deleuze, 

who suggests that “there is no close-up of the face, the face is in itself close-up, the close-

up is by itself face and both are affect.”308 But there is more than the simple fulfillment of 

this impulse operating in Shirin’s playful use of excess. Because, as Barthes writes, the 

obtuse meaning of the image functions as an accent, or “the very form of an emergence,” 

Kiarostami’s framing signifies how the device of the close-up merges with the political 

problem of collectivity. Kiarostami manages to eradicate the specificity of each—

famous—face through its juxtaposition with the one before and after. Thus the close-up 

in conjunction with montage “pushed the face to those regions where the principle of 

                                            
307 Roland Barthes, “The Third Meaning,” 62. 
308 Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement Image. Trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara 
Habberjam. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986: 88. 
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individuation ceases to hold sway.”309 For Deleuze, this is a function of the close-up’s 

extraction from time and space, which makes it an exemplar of what he calls the “any-

space-whatever:" 

  It is a perfectly singular space, which has lost its homogeneity, that is, the  
  principle of its metric relations or the connection of its own parts, so that  
  the linkages can be made in an infinite number of ways. It is a space of  
  virtual conjunction, grasped as pure locus of the possible.310 
 
Because of this de-linking from time and space offered by the close-up, we also have then 

in the face-specific images of Shirin an opening to the future that other types of cinematic 

spaces do not. In other words, when editing multiple faces together removes any 

individuation, as Deleuze argues in his reading of Ingmar Bergman’s Persona, there is a 

possibility to “see” the collectivity whose precise delineations we do not yet know. Read 

in this manner, Shirin contains an even stronger link to the early New Wave, especially a 

film like The House is Black, which uses a different strategy (a new relationship between 

voice and image) to denote a heterogeneous type of any-space-whatever. This is the 

excessive link between the face and the collectivity to come in Shirin.  

 Such a link recalls Carl Theodor Dreyer’s La Passion de Jeanne d’Arc/The 

Passion of Joan of Arc (1928) and specifically Deborah Linderman’s analysis of the 

manner in which the excess contained in the text works to remind us of that which the 

filmic text as a whole cannot reconcile about itself. Writing about the camera’s 

interaction with actress Renée Jeanne Falconetti’s face, Linderman argues:  

  The dolorous affect assures that with one exception to be noted, Joan of  
  Arc meets no gaze; it thus seals off the space around her representation  

                                            
309 Ibid., 100. 
310 Ibid., 109. 
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  and imparts to it the aura of an icon presented by the camera to the   
  spectator tropically for reverence instead of viewing.311 
 
The stability of Farahani’s expression, no matter the increase or decrease in light, affords 

a space where one very important aspect of Kiarostami’s style emerges. By letting the 

spectator suffer from a prolonged denial of narrative pleasure—why is Farahani so 

upset?—this distance amputates that desire and forces the spectator to relinquish 

narrative closure. Instead, it invites us to live in the aura of excess—an excess that 

emerges out of the confusing dichotomy between the fulfillment of Farahani’s narrative 

pleasure and the denial of ours. This contradiction is crucial to our understanding of 

Shirin, as well as imagining the model it provides for an alternative cinema. As Barthes 

suggests in “The Third Meaning,” such contradiction, or as I have called it, excess, 

“outplays meaning – subverts not the content but the whole practice of meaning.”312 The 

spectator watching Shirin will not fail to notice the inherent didacticism of the film: it is 

an exercise in audience endurance that connects to what Barthes deems the “luxury” of 

the obtuse meaning: “This luxury does not yet belong to today’s politics but nevertheless 

already to tomorrow’s.”313 It has, in other words, the courage to imagine a new style of 

seeing and with it, a new relationship to meaning. 

 In “The Imaginary Signifier,” Christian Metz argues that “all vision consists of a 

double movement: projective…and introjective.”314 There is a dual process of light being 

“thrown” outward while something illuminated is cast inward. When understood as 

                                            
311  Deborah Linderman, “Uncoded Images in the Heterogeneous Text,” Narrative, 
Apparatus, Ideology: A Film Theory Reader, Ed. Philip Rosen. (New York, 1986): 143-
52.  
312 Barthes, “The Third Meaning,”: 62 
313 Ibid., 62-3. 
314 Christian Metz, “The Imaginary Signifier,” Film and Theory: An Anthology. Eds. 
Robert Stam and Toby Miller. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000): 414. 
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vision specific to that offered by the cinema, this idea of the look as “a sort of stream” 

gives rise to Metz’s refusal to see the screen as a mere mirror. 315 Because he understands 

the ego to be already formed at the moment of mirror-encounter, Metz instead reads the 

screen as something that helps the spectator understand herself as an all-perceiving 

subject (as recipient of the “introjected” light) albeit one that is absent. Through his/her 

presence and self-conception, the spectator recovers this absence. I read in this schema 

the radical suggestion that it is indeed the projective capacity of vision that is most 

powerful, i.e. the spectator’s vision becomes the very means by which the apparatus 

makes itself intelligible.  

 In Figure 8, a slight movement downwards in Farahani’s eyes allows us to briefly 

recover this denial of pleasure, making our own vision a productive mechanism. 

Farahani’s gaze fixes on the screen that we cannot see. This time, it rests slightly below 

the camera. It comes so close as to create the hope in the spectator that there just might be 

a moment of contact. Yet this too is never quite fulfilled. Farahani rests there for a 

moment before returning to the position above the camera. For the remainder of the shot, 

her eyes remain there, while her hands wipe away her tears with a variety of gestures and 

provide a place for her face to rest. In the final still, she drops her hand and assumes a 

slumped posture. She appears to have resigned herself to the sadness of Khosrow and 

Shirin’s story; her body leans slightly to the left, suggesting the need for comfort and 

support. The spectator’s ability to project vision is engendered by what Barthes deemed 

“reverent” and “beyond reproach” in Garbo’s face. Because we cannot access it, we must 

displace the movement of light, following Metz, somewhere else, or on to something 

                                            
315 Ibid. 
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else. Jean-Luc Nancy has made a similar argument about Kiarostami in The Evidence of 

Film, arguing that in his work, “the blind spot” does not deprive the eye of its sight: on 

the contrary, it makes an opening for a gaze and it presses upon it to look.316 Nancy’s use 

of the indefinite article in discussing “gaze” makes the exciting provocation that excess—

the “blind spot”—can produce a certain kind of spectator: the lack of definite article 

suggests that to gaze does not have to originate, at the level of subjectivity, with the male 

child at the primal scene. Drawing on Nancy’s articulation of “gaze” in Kiarostami, I am 

not referring to the use of the gaze in film theory as inherited via the influence of Jacques 

Lacan. The gaze has a subject that it produces, but it is distinct from what the subject 

sees, which in film theory is referred to as the “look.” Therefore, a gaze must exist in 

order to enable the look. The look, on the other hand, as theorized by feminist film theory 

(especially in the work of Laura Mulvey), describes a complex configuration of 

identification between the look of the camera, the spectator’s look at the screen and the 

looks between characters in the diegesis of the film.317 I draw on Nancy because his 

conception of “a gaze” rather than the gaze underscores the relationship between excess, 

mainstream cinema and scopophilic viewing habits. Not only does it press upon us to 

look, as Nancy suggests, but the very nature of that new look, the one partially obscured 

by the blind spot, suggests the possibility of an alternative cinema. 

 The formal strategies used in Shirin complicate Mottahedeh’s argument that 

“Kiarostami sees the restrictions on cinema as enabling, spurring the creative process; he 

                                            
316 Jean-Luc Nancy and Abbas Kiarostami, The Evidence of Film, (Paris: 2001): 12. 
(emphasis mine) 
317 See Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” Screen 16.3 (1975): 6–
18. For an overview on feminist film theory, see Janet McCabe, Feminist Film Studies: 
Writing the Woman into Cinema. New York: Wallflower, 2004.  
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incorporates, indeed he quotes, the laws proscribing vision in his shot constructions.”318 

Because he is filming in Iran, Kiarostami is required to observe, at a basic level, the 

modesty laws by exhibiting women in veils. But his lengthy meditation on the female 

face as it careens through various emotions offers a bold challenge to the law’s emphasis 

on not looking at women, at avoiding a spectator-image relationship based on the 

fulfillment of the desiring male gaze. As Mottahedeh argues, however, the 

commandments for looking are premised precisely on the presence of the desire of the 

heterosexual male viewer.  The emphasis on women’s faces, bodies, and responses to art 

becomes in this context a subtle maneuver through which Kiarostami manages to achieve 

the projected outcome of the laws proscribing vision while at the same time criticizing 

them. I am not arguing, however, that Kiarostami has resolved the problem of the 

desiring look by replacing male spectators with female spectators. As Mary Ann Doane 

points out in The Desire to Desire: The Woman’s Film of the 1940s, the terms “male” and 

“female” spectatorship only refer to actual bodies in a “highly mediated fashion.”319 

Writing about the woman’s film, Doane’s study argues that although the genre is “for” 

women, it produces a spectatorial position of frustrated and unfulfilled desire, rather than 

an emancipated one. Addressing feminist film theory’s elaboration of the ways in which 

spectatorship has been aligned with a historical, heterosexual male subjectivity whose 

dominance has caused female spectators to identify with it, Doane suggests it is not 

desirable to have sexual difference as the binary opposition delineating the parameters of 

                                            
318 Mottahedeh, Displaced Allegories, 98.  
319  Mary Ann Doane, The Desire to Desire: The Woman’s Film of the 1940s, 
(Bloomington, IN, 1987): 9.  
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theorizing the spectator.320 Yet because the spectators in Shirin are women foregrounded 

amongst their male spectators/colleagues, the film demands that we consider female 

spectatorship in the context of the history of Iranian visual arts. By inserting women 

within the nation’s imagined ideal spectator, rather than merely replacing him, 

Kiarostami uses spectatorship to re-imagine the national community. As Doane might 

say, Kiarostami’s female spectators must (and have yet to) be read as both social and 

psychical subjects. As subjects to the ideology of the theocratic state, the female 

spectators in/of Shirin respond to a regime of vision that insists its social subject differs 

from body to body. In other words, sex matters. The vigor of Kiarostami’s critique 

emerges in this provocation because it claims that women’s vision has been lost in the 

post-revolutionary project. Whereas in his earlier work it could be said that the “absent 

female body is associated with the enunciative apparatus,”321 it is precisely through the 

presence of the female body here that Kiarostami reminds us of the very basic function of 

the apparatus: to turn us into spectators and to allow a slow meditation on the ways in 

which vision emerges, stagnates, and can be transformed. By maintaining women as the 

focal point of an address (as they are structurally positioned) and simultaneously 

stripping our attention away from the quite present male spectators in their midst, 

Kiarostami confronts both the scopophilic and scopophobic mandates of the post-

revolutionary Iranian regime. The dialectics of his cinema lie therein.  

 Kiarostami thus uses the modesty laws to “help us see anew” but in doing so, he 

attends, some thirty years after the collective ousting of the monarchy, to what the post-

revolutionary vision itself still cannot see. In an interview with Offscreen, Kiarostami 

                                            
320 Doane, The Desire to Desire: 9.  
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makes the following statement about the split between the narrative of Khosrow and 

Shirin and that of the women watching and being watched: 

  In fact, it is a combination of both freedom and restriction. I suggest that  
  you watch another world, which is more attractive than the story. I  believe 
  if you let go of the story, you will come across a new thing, which is the   
  Cinema itself. In fact, I suggest you let go of the story and just keep  
  your eyes on the screen.322 
 
What is Kiarostami discussing here, if not the power and importance of enunciation? This 

is his perpetual—and in Shirin, refined—answer to the enduring question, “what is 

cinema?” For Kiarostami, it lies in relinquishing the narrative as a way to decipher 

meaning. It is especially important that the rejection of narrative is routed through a focus 

on the body of woman, she whose presence in mainstream cinema has been that of 

stalling the plot. He thus not only raises ontological questions, but asks how processes of 

identification and the fulfillment of desire can be re-imagined within a new cinematic 

syntax. 

 Kiarostami’s persistent intertextual impulse suggests that he perceives a lack in 

the medium of film. This lack, ironically, can only be resolved through a direct 

confrontation with the cinema’s own ability to speak about itself as a text. This is part of 

the answer to cinema’s ontological riddle: it is insufficient for the cinema to “borrow” the 

narrative means of epic poetry, fiction or theatre. Its engagement with these forms is most 

productive at the level of remediation. As Jean-Luc Nancy notes, Kiarostami’s work is an 

affirmation of the cinema as cinema.323 Only by performing its own, unique abilities, and 

                                            
322  Khatereh Khodaei, “Shirin as Described by Kiarostami,”  Offscreen  (January 
31,2009) http://www.offscreen.com/index.php/pages/essays/shirin_kiarostami/ 
323 Nancy, The Evidence of Film: 10. 
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speaking about them, can cinema assert itself as close to the light of that which it 

projects. 

 In an interview with Nancy in 2000, Kiarostami makes the following revealing 

remark about his own thinking on the look and its place within the cinema’s relationship 

to the spectator: “it is a matter of tuning in with a look so that we too may do the 

looking.”324 I see the physical expression of this desired outcome for his own cinema in 

Shirin, which presents a radical challenge to the post-revolutionary configuration of 

vision. It says, in no uncertain terms, that the look may be held by the female spectator 

and that it is only when we understand how to “tune in” (note the additional remediation 

at play here) with her vision, that we too can truly look. In another context, the simplicity 

of these words would belie the challenge they present, but in the case of the Iranian 

regime, whose spectator is structurally given as the heterosexual male, Kiarostami 

confronts this skewed vision with determination. 

 One of Linderman’s insights about The Passion of Joan Arc is that “the 

enunciations of his camera may have suggested to Dreyer a doubt of which he himself 

was hardly conscious.”325 In the cinema of Abbas Kiarostami, Shirin is a text that 

challenges and makes irrelevant any claim that Kiarostami is “not political” by 

highlighting, with subtle rigor, the many ways in which the post-revolutionary or anti-

imperial project of Iran has not truly begun the work that it needs to do in imagining what 

community might look like.  

Jafar Panahi’s The Mirror:  
On Political Film in Post-Revolutionary Iranian Cinema 
 

                                            
324 Ibid, 16. 
325 Linderman, “Uncoded Images”: 152.  
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 The cinema of Jafar Panahi highlights two crucial strains of the problematic of 

Iranian independent cinema: the conditions of the production of art in Iran and the 

politics of the global circulation and reception of Iranian films. Since his alleged activism 

during 2009’s Green Wave and his subsequent imprisonment, Panahi has attained global 

recognition as a political figure in the realm of Iranian cinema.326 Although his much-

celebrated film made under house arrest, In Film Nist/This is Not a Film (2011), has been 

recognized, in part, for its equal attention to both medium-specific and socio-political 

concerns, his status within post-revolutionary Iranian cinema suggests that it is not easy 

to unravel why certain types of filmmaking are seen as political where others are not. 

 For example, Kiarostami’s work has often been interpreted as non- or apolitical, 

even when it has explicitly engaged the conditions of filmmaking and film viewing in 

Iran.327 And Panahi himself was not considered an overtly political filmmaker until 

2000’s Dayereh/The Circle. Yet, Panahi’s first two films, Badkonake Sefid/The White 

Balloon (1995) and Ayneh/The Mirror (1996) show, if not an explicit confrontation with 

the political in the manner of This is Not a Film and Pardeh/Closed Curtain (2013), 

certainly a direct troubling of the parameters guiding the production and circulation of 

film in Iran. Furthermore, Panahi’s explicitly political work seems to hold more value for 

some critics, which carries an often implicit devaluation of his earlier, more meditative 

                                            
326 Panahi was arrested in February 2010 after expressing solidarity with and mourning 
the protesters who were killed after the dispute over Iran’s 2009 presidential election. In 
December 2010 he was sentenced to six years in prison and forbidden from making films 
for the next twenty years. Although he was taken to Evin Prison, a notorious Tehran 
prison mainly for political prisoners, he has since been under house arrest. See Saeed 
Kamali Dehgan, “Iran jails director Jafar Panahi and stops him making films for 20 
years.” The Guardian, December 20 2010.  
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/dec/20/iran-jails-jafar-panahi-films 
327 See Denby, 2011. 
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efforts such as The Mirror. For example, in the arts and culture magazine, Slant, Tina 

Hassania states “2011's This Is Not a Film and this year's Closed Curtain, co-directed by 

Kambuzia Partovi—easily surpass Panahi's previous films in their aesthetic complexity, 

intellectual rigor, and, above all, reckless abandon.”328  

 I perceive these readings as more than just a devaluation of that which is allegedly 

“purely” aesthetic, but also as profoundly revelatory of the life of Iranian films once they 

enter the world market. I use the word market here to name both the economics and 

politics of international film festivals, but also the less tangible ways in which certain 

types of non-Western cinemas circulate as so-called humanist meditations, whereas 

others—such as This is Not a Film—are read as an artistic call to arms. Something 

happens between the moment it enters the global market and its later life as a part of a 

cinephilic and/or critical (mental) catalogue. This is, in part, a problem stemming from 

what Brian Price describes as “an advanced state of cultural isolationism” despite the fact 

that “access to films from around the world has never been easier or more 

comprehensive.”329 I would add that not only are films more easily accessible, but also 

that accessibility itself is often a substitute for deeper engagement with a given culture. 

Furthermore, the shifting politics of desire tend to generate evaluations of films that 

encompass more than just the text itself. Without diminishing the importance of a film 

like This is Not a Film, it does not seem difficult to understand why global audiences 

                                            
328 Tina Hassania, (2013), “Toronto International Film Festival 2013: Closed Curtain 
Review”, Slant, 7 September. Accessed 22 October 2014. 2013. 
http://www.slantmagazine.com/house/article/toronto-international-film-festival-2013-
closed-curtain 
329 Brian Price, Art/Cinema and Cosmopolitanism Today” in Rosalind Galt and Karl 
Schoonover (eds.), Global Art Cinema: New Theories and Histories, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010: 114-115. 
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cathect to it as deeply political and not to a film like The Mirror; the same holds for the 

prefix “new” in New Iranian Cinema, which may not represent any novelty other than a 

desire to see Iran differently after the multiple political crises of the 1970s and 80s. 

 The Mirror is invariably described as containing a simple narrative built around 

the everyday life of a child and pivoting on the tension between reality and fiction. The 

subversion of the impression of reality is said to occur at the moment that Mina, the 

young protagonist of The Mirror, looks directly into the camera. She is suddenly 

addressed by a male offscreen voice saying, “Mina, don’t look into the camera.” In 

response, she rips off her school-issue hijab and says, “I don’t want to act anymore!” 

[Figure 11] 

 

Figure 11: From Jafar Panahi’s The Mirror  

 So much has been made of this moment that it is necessary to ask why this kind of 

explicit reflexivity in Iranian cinema generates a disproportionate level of interest in 
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relation to the film as a whole. Post-revolutionary cinema is, on the one hand, celebrated 

for continuing the legacy of neorealism. On the other hand, it is celebrated for blurring 

the lines between reality and fiction through precisely this kind of moment: breaking the 

fourth wall. It takes careful parsing to determine when these types of interpretations occur 

and where they overlap, particularly if we are to examine the ways that interpretation 

implicitly limits cinema’s possibilities based on genre expectations and the geo-politics 

of film criticism. Interpretations of Iranian cinema as lying somewhere between “reality” 

and “fiction” in fact demonstrate a remarkably simplistic notion of “reality”—that it can 

be easily contained, grasped, and represented on film. This assumption flies in the face of 

much film theory, particularly work on documentary and ethnographic cinema, that has 

already questioned the possibility of the representation of reality.330 

 Although Iranian art cinema does often feature non-actors working without 

scripts, or employs individuals to reenact on film events that happened in their lives, as in 

the case of Kiarostami’s Close-Up, the term “reality” is nonetheless too readily used to 

describe these practices. Furthermore, the dichotomy of reality and fiction loses its 

explanatory power when it emerges from assumptions about the conditions of the 

production of art in Iran. Hamid Naficy argues that although neorealism was a 

considerable influence on the pre-1979 New Wave and can continue to be described as a 

prominent concept in post-revolutionary Iranian cinema, many post-revolutionary films 

“embody certain deconstructive practices that counter or problematize realism or 

                                            
330 One example in the context of documentary theory is Bill Nichols, Representing 
Reality: Issues and Concepts in Documentary, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1991. 



   

 249 

neorealism.”331 Naficy’s description of some of Kiarostami’s post-revolutionary practices 

is a fitting description of much of Iranian art cinema after 1979:  

  Kiarostami’s deconstructive and counterrealistic practices include self- 
  referentiality, self-inscription, and self-reflexivity as well as ironic   
  blending of reality and fiction, forms of distancing, indirection, and sly  
  humor. By these means, the most well known practitioner of neorealism  
  is also the best violator of what Kamran Shirdel aptly called “the   
  dictatorship of neorealism.”332  

Given Iran’s relative isolation for the past three decades, it is thus curious that terms like 

“realism” were used—largely in the Western press—in enthusiastic descriptions of what 

was deemed the “New Iranian Cinema.” In “Perspectives on Recent (International 

Acclaim for) Iranian Cinema,” Azadeh Farahmand alludes to the influence of global 

politics on what she deems as disproportionate attention to the novelty of the “New 

Iranian Cinema.”333 It is no wonder that under these circumstances a filmmaker like 

Kiarostami would become a polarizing figure: acclaimed abroad for his film style as well 

as his engagement with realism, while reproached domestically for allegedly aiming to 

represent all of Iran with rural narratives like those of the Koker trilogy. As I discussed 

earlier, Kiarostami’s recent work, most notably 2008’s Shirin, provides ample evidence 

that his work and thinking is experimental, non-linear, and deeply committed to a non-

narrative cinema. Thus when the term realist is applied to Iranian cinema, it is necessary 

to ask if the realist imperative is not an unfortunate demand placed on non-Western 

cinemas in the context of the Anglo-American academy. 

* * * 

                                            
331 Naficy, “Neorealism, Iranian Style,” 235. 
332 Ibid. 
333 Farahmand, Perspective on Recent (International Acclaim for) Iranian Cinema,” 101. 
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 In what follows, I examine how Iranian independent cinema thinks the dual 

problems of collectivity/community and the conditions of the production of art. To give 

specificity to these problems, I shall focus my analysis on The Mirror and its meditation 

on the limits and possibilities of bounded space.334 The film allows the unfulfilled 

promise of Iran’s New Wave of the 1960s and 1970s and the project of the Islamic 

Republic of Iran to weave through each other. By engaging both of these problems at 

once, The Mirror folds the question of realism into the historical dilemma of collectivity 

as a challenge for new formal strategies within what is called “independent cinema.” 

Moreover, it asks the question of how to present what is “real” when the representational 

rules of the state do not seem to align with experienced reality; Panahi addresses this 

directly in This is Not a Film when he alludes to avoiding situations that are 

“impossible,” such as women wearing the hijab in private, diegetic spaces.335 

 I want to preface my analysis of The Mirror by pointing out that it is a highly 

complex film, both formally and thematically, that can be explored through a multitude 

of concepts and problems. I limit my comments to those points most directly relevant to 

this chapter: the construction of a heterogeneous collectivity and the exploration of the 

conditions of film production in Iran. The narrative of The Mirror rarely diverts from its 

explicit goal: for the young Mina to make her way home from school without her mother 

to accompany her. The story begins with Mina outside her school waiting for her mother 

to pick her up at the usual time. As time passes, she realizes that her mother may not 

                                            
334 It is worth noting here that in Panahi’s This is Not a Film (2011), there is a scene that 
features Panahi watching The Mirror in his own home, another “bound” space, due to his 
house arrest. 
335 Though it is worth noting here that for some religious women, the hejab often is worn 
indoors, for example, if visitors are present or expected. 
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show up. She takes matters into her own hands and decides to take the bus to a terminal 

where she imagines she will catch up with her mother, with whom she can carry out the 

final leg of the trip. It should not go unremarked that this “loss” or temporary 

misplacement of the child’s mother can be considered an intertextual reference to 

Fereydoun Rahnema’s pre-revolutionary film, The Son of Iran Has No News From His 

Mother (which I discuss at length in Chapter Two), as well as a comment on collectivity 

and nationalism by way of abstract allusion to the maternal state.336 

 The Mirror is best characterized as two films. The first is this seemingly simple 

narrative of a girl, lost without her mother, looking to make her way home. This film 

looks at Tehran through Mina’s eyes. The second film contained within The Mirror is 

everything that occurs after the moment when the fourth wall is broken and Mina 

declares that she no longer wants to act. The second film looks for Mina as she careens 

through Tehran’s busy streets, making her way home. By the time the second film takes 

place, the viewer is no longer certain whether Mina’s attempt to get home on her own is a 

“real” problem faced by the young actress or that the actress continues to play this role, 

aware that the film crew has followed her long after her stated desire to leave the 

production. The second film, as it were, analogizes the difficulties of making a film with 

the limitations of mobility in the metropolis. 

 The film’s opening shot is a 360-degree pan of the four corners of the intersection 

where Mina’s school is located. As the camera moves left, it is aided by the movement of 

a steady flow of young girls in white school-issued hijabs leaving the school and crossing 

                                            
336 For a close reading of the gendered notion of the Iranian nation (vatan), see chapter 
four (“Vatan, the Beloved; Vatan, the Mother”) in Afsaneh Najmabadi, Women with 
Moustaches and Men without Beards.  
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the street. They take the camera through two crossings, after which it meets an elderly 

man struggling to cross the unending and inhospitable Tehran traffic. He must return to 

the sidewalk but the camera stays on its own course, catching up with two young workers 

with rugs hoisted on their backs. They walk out of the frame after they cross the street. 

As they leave, two women in chadors, each pushing a baby carriage, walk into the shot as 

they cross the street to the school. They each greet their school-aged children as the 

children greet their infant siblings. The camera cuts to a medium close-up of Mina who, 

while waiting for her mother, deliberates getting permission to attend a social activity 

with a friend. The friend offers, “Shall I ask my mother to call yours?” 

 With this opening shot, Panahi straightaway sets the stage for a meditation on a 

number of issues: the immediate space of the narrative, the boundaries of film production 

in post-revolutionary Iran, the circuitous movement of Mina and the film, and the 

suggestion of an impending break with the seemingly harmonious borders of this circle. 

The limits of the space are never limiting. In fact, they ensure a kind of security for a 

child as young as Mina in the bustle of a city like Tehran. From Revolution Square to 

Republic Square. This route repeats itself ad nauseaum in what is perhaps the film’s most 

obvious touch of didacticism. 

 Panahi’s young female protagonist is a telling choice—a repetition of his young 

female protagonist in The White Balloon, released only two years prior to The Mirror. At 

this historical moment, he was one of the few filmmakers in Iran to focus on a female 

child. This fact alone has received curiously little attention given that much of the critical 

writing on Iranian post-revolutionary cinema emphasizes the absence of women (as a 
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means of avoiding censorship regulations, although Panahi later directly confronts the 

situation of women in The Circle) and decries the child as a depoliticized figure.337 

 The young girl in The Mirror is the figure through which the historical dilemma 

of collectivity and its relation to realism is connected. This is not the first time in the 

history of Iranian cinema that the body of a relative outsider has been used to critique 

and/or entirely circumvent the nationalist imperative. Think, for example, of the leper 

body in Farrokhzad’s The House is Black or Rooey-Bekheir, the protagonist of The 

Sealed Soil. Mina has the rough-and-tumble affect of a young school child: her backpack 

is nearly always falling off her shoulders and we wonder if the contents will be contained 

or if she will lose the bag; her coat is open and seems cumbersome; and her physical size 

set against the grandeur of the city gives the impression that she will fall or lose herself in 

the dross. And yet the heterogeneity of those she encounters insists on one point of 

equivalence: that Mina is not threatened by even the most dubious of characters. Because 

the figures she encounters are similarly consumed by the task of metropolitan life, they 

aren’t overly concerned with her well-being, like the traffic cop who, despite the young 

girl’s insistence, does not remember having met Mina or her father. The obliviousness 

with which the ancillary characters deal with Mina erases the possibility of any threat 

that will come to her in the city. 

 Like The House is Black, Panahi’s film seems to insist that it is not the encounter 

with strangeness that is to be feared, but rather what is prompted by our responses to that 

                                            
337 For an account of how the figure of the child has been taken up, see Hamid Reza Sadr, 
“Children in Contemporary Iranian Cinema,” in The New Iranian Cinema: Politics, 
Representation and Identity, ed. Richard Tapper (London: I.B. Tauris, 2002): 227-237, 
and Naficy, A Social History,Volume 4: 208-217. 
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which is unknown. Take for example the elderly woman on the first bus that Mina 

boards. She is overheard lamenting to a younger woman – whom she has just met – about 

how much she has suffered at the hands of her children. She speaks with a thick, regional 

accent that marks her as an ethnic minority. Her children are urban professionals who 

keep her away from her grandchild for fear he will “learn” her accent, and they refuse to 

introduce her to friends and neighbors. She roams the city on buses, with nowhere to go. 

In the “second” film she even admits to Mina that she finds herself sitting on benches in 

the city to kill time. She can only go home when the time is appropriate, when she will 

remain invisible. The discussion with the elderly woman gives particular poignancy to 

Mina’s own circling around the city. The absence of Mina’s mother is both the initial 

trauma of her journey and what permits it to continue. She too is stuck outside in the 

streets, albeit temporarily, suffering from a comparable form of “unrecognition.” 

Figure 12: From Jafar Panahi’s The Mirror 

 Panahi effectively demonstrates the difficulty of mobility and resolution, due not 

only to Mina’s age but also her size. In both sections of The Mirror we see her grapple 
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with invisibility due to her height, disappearing behind the buses careening down the 

avenues. Likewise, in each of the two films, she attempts to use a public payphone to call 

home. Her first struggle is to become visible in the queue for the phone, the second to 

have her business taken seriously by the adults waiting to use the phone. One woman 

addresses her as child (bacheh) and instructs her to be quick. However, Mina must stand 

on her book bag in order to be able to deposit change into the coin slot. The cast on her 

arm, which is prominently displayed early in the film, quickly reveals itself as artifice 

when she ignores the sling and uses her arm to hoist herself up against the sides of the 

phone booth. Both here and on the buses she rides, Mina manages to compensate for her 

invisibility. The strength of this ability is only heightened when, in the second half of 

film, she manages to physically avoid the space of the frame to the chagrin of the film-

crew-within-the-film. 

 One of my broader aims here is to open a debate on the myriad ways in which 

Iranian cinema has historically dealt with the problem of collectivity. I take the position 

that these imaginings have not in every case reinforced the nationalist vision of the state, 

but rather dared to imagine a mode of collectivity, of being together, that has not yet been 

achieved. At the level of form, the intrusion of “artifice” into the dogma of realism—in 

this context known as “reality-fiction”—is what allows this not-yet to occur. Thus what is 

often called self-referentiality, or an obsession with fact versus fiction in Iranian cinema, 

can be considered a new form that takes (neo)realism up afresh in a new political and 

historical context. The narrative of The Mirror is not about social strife per se. Both the 

narrative of Mina trying to get home and the second narrative of trying to find her and 

keep the production running use the literal and metaphorical tool of the circle as a 
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container for thinking about collectivity. The circumscribed space of the film is also a 

meditation on the conditions of filmmaking and, curiously, also its condition of 

possibility. I read the circular trials of The Mirror’s film crew as not wholly convinced by 

what some have called the possibilities of film language under the (then) new guidelines 

of the Islamic Republic of Iran. For example, Negar Mottahedeh’s Displaced 

Allegoriesmakes a compelling case for the ways in which the post-revolutionary film 

language is generative of new codes, structures, and syntax. The Mirror represents a 

contemporaneous attempt to think cautiously about these structures by considering their 

limits in addition to their novelty. 

 In Cinema 2: The Time-Image, Deleuze argues that whereas in “classical” cinema 

what he calls “the people” pre-existed prior to their representation in film, that is no 

longer the case in modern, political cinema.338 He writes, “this acknowledgement of a 

people who are missing is not a renunciation of political cinema but on the contrary the 

new basis on which it is founded.”339 Thus when he proclaims that “the people are 

missing,” Deleuze refers to a situation—for him it is to be found in the postcolonial 

cinemas of Glauber Rocha and Ousmane Sembène, to name two examples—that presents 

a new opportunity for thinking collectivity. For example, Sembène’s film Xala grapples 

with this precise problem: once decolonization has occurred, how does a nation forge 

community on the basis of something new, in addition to a community based on anti-

colonial action. In some respects, Kiarostami’s explicit framing of women’s faces in 

Shirin is a kind of literal response to “the people are missing.” It provides an explicitly 

visualized response to the absence of women in the visual and political spheres in Iran. In 
                                            
338 Deleuze, Cinema 2, 216. 
339 Ibid., 217. 
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contrast, Panahi’s The Mirror suggests a productive absence, one that is not yet given 

shape because that shape is formed collectively. In that sense, it might be a more elusive 

post-revolutionary articulation of a political cinema based on the conjuring of “the 

people.” The failure (or deliberate resistance) to visualize something to-come is a 

profoundly vital aspect of this kind of political cinema, precisely because it shuns the 

visual power of the screen. In doing so, it performs a radical cinematic historiography of 

a future-to-come, one based on absence, dissonance, and challenging the primacy of the 

image.  

 I argue that several pre-revolutionary Iranian New Wave films share a common 

concern with constructing new collectivities, though under different circumstances, such 

as imagining non-nationalist modes of opposition to monarchical rule. The Mirror finds 

itself in a similar position, both in terms of new ways to think about collectivity, as well 

as new ideas and problems in cinema. The film begins with a public that is as bound as 

the physical circle within which the film circulates. Thus the project of the film is to 

show how cinema, as a political project, and the formation of a new collectivity, 

enunciate through and with one another. The second film within The Mirror offers one 

extraordinary example of such a recuperation. Mina is lost to the film crew save for her 

microphone. The crew follows her at a distance as she tries to make her way home. She is 

only sometimes in view of the camera, but audibly, her every step can be traced. At one 

point, we hear her encountering an elderly man with an uncanny voice: he was the actor 

who played John Wayne in Persian-dubbed versions of his films. On one hand, we can 

read this exchange as a nod to Iranian cinema’s past—to the break in production that 

occurred after the 1979 revolution. The actor can no longer earn his living this way 
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precisely because of a political project whose outcomes could not have been foreseen. 

Yet his voice, existing in all its artifice, is a salve that changes the tenor of the moment 

and reinforces the notion that we do not need to see something in order to believe it or to 

make it happen: neither the actor, Mina, or the collectivity that is articulating itself amidst 

a new political project. Panahi reminds the viewer that “this is not a portrait” of the city 

but a reflection on all that it carries with it into its future. 

 Seen through the problem of collectivity and the accompanying question of the 

conditions of filmmaking, The Mirror provides fertile ground for an analysis of what 

constitutes political film in the context of contemporary Iranian independent cinema. In 

This is Not a Film, Panahi exhibits a palpable frustration over the limits that have been 

set on his creativity. The phrase “this is not a film” is voiced in the film as a lament and 

not as the imperative command that the title might lead a viewer to expect. The film crew 

in The Mirror faces a similar dilemma when the young Mina says, “I’m not acting 

anymore!”340 Rather than accepting her denial, the film reroutes itself into wholly 

unfamiliar territory wherein the aural takes primacy over the visual. The actress is 

missing but the film continues by placing itself in a relation of equivalence with her 

dilemma. The film that continues because of its new restrictions forces the task of art to 

follow the circuitous path of the young girl, adrift in the city without the support of her 

mother. Mina’s makeshift alliances shape the contours of the city differently, opening up 

its future to the possibility of difference. Where the film-within-the-film fails as a project, 

                                            
340 Naficy reads Mina’s lack of cooperation as “a self-reflexive inscription of childhood 
acts of rebellion against various oppressive forces and institutions in society.” See 
Naficy, A Social History, Volume 4: 211. 
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the ongoing project of collectivity is shown in the relationships forged, ad hoc and by 

necessity, on the streets of Tehran.   

 We see a poignant manifestation of the possibility of difference and collectivity in 

the final moments of the film. The film crew has finally caught up with Mina—

visually—and she has arrived home. While waiting for her, the crew has been talking to 

the owner of a candy and toy shop. It turns out that he introduced the crew to Mina. A 

female member of the crew runs to Mina’s front door, seemingly imploring her to 

cooperate – to come back so the film can start shooting again. When she refuses, the door 

is shut on the film crew and on the spectator. But not before we hear the shop owner 

murmur, “I can introduce you to another little girl.” While The Mirror has been described 

as not overtly political, I argue that an examination of the film’s structure and its 

meditation on space provides strong evidence of its decidedly political project. Panahi 

wraps any number of subjects: mobility, the question of sexual difference, visibility, 

strangeness, generational differences, modernity—into a tightly executed narrative space 

within which the possibilities and conditions of making art erupt at every turn. The 

Mirror forces us to ask why, when faced with the task of criticism and scholarship, we 

continue to vehemently cling to binary thinking on the political and the aesthetic. The 

film follows the vibrant tradition of the pre-1979 New Wave by daring to relinquish some 

of the unifying structures that are known and comfortable in order to welcome the 

unknown that waits in the future. 
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Conclusion 

 

 

 

Afterlives of the New Wave 

 

 

In this dissertation, I have examined six films that demonstrate a longstanding interest in 

rethinking collectivity and in practicing an intermedial form of cinema. It is through these 

strategies, I argue, that the Iranian New Wave can be understood as putting forward an 

alternative national project, and producing a counter-cinema that draws elements from the 

Iranian arts, Third Cinema, and European art cinema. My argument that the New Wave is 

in conversation with theories of Third Cinema also expands our understanding of the 

notion of the “global 1960s.” In as much as this study of the New Wave remedies a gap 

in the scholarship on Iranian cinema, it also expands our understanding of non-Western 

and “Third World” cinemas more generally. The specificity of Iranian cinema’s 

contribution to the realism-modernism debate, for example, brings the analyses produced 

by this dissertation into conversation with recent scholarly interventions on rethinking the 

legacy of Third Cinema and its various offshoots.  

 One of these debates focuses on the afterlife of the militant image as a re-

formulation of Third Cinema. In 2011, the journal Third Text published a special issue on 

the militant image. In their introductory essay, the editors of the special issue, Ros Gray 

and Kodwo Eshun, argue for a reconsideration of the militant image, aligned with Third 
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Cinema and the Tricontinental movement, and a tracing of its afterlife. By way of 

conclusion, I will briefly examine the legacy of the Iranian New Wave in our 

contemporary moment through an analysis of the 2011 video, Falgoosh/Blames and 

Flames, directed by Mohammadreza Farzad. My analysis of Blames and Flames builds 

on my argument that the ongoing process of an alternative national project articulated in 

Iranian cinema has continued beyond the so-called historical and aesthetic break of 1979. 

This is demonstrated through my analysis of the post-revolutionary films Shirin and The 

Mirror. A film like Blames and Flames, through its genre of the film-essay, performs an 

explicit investigation of the relationship between cinematic images and Iranian 

revolutionary politics.341 The film suggests that notions of collectivity—the Iranian 

people—have been formed with and through the memory of cinematic images and raw 

footage of revolutionary action in the year 1978-1979. By weaving these two forms of 

visual memory together, the film suggests that Iranian collectivity in the aftermath of the 

Revolution is born both of a fictional, experimental image and of the newsreel images of 

revolution. My analysis positions Farzad’s film as a method of reading the aesthetic and 

political alliances of the Iranian New Wave of the 1960s and 1970s with the global 

moment of the militant image. My reading of the Iranian New Wave makes a broader 

intervention by 1) including Iranian cinema in the history of the militant image and the 

“global 1960s;” 2) expanding a theory of Third Cinema in order to demonstrate that its 

continued relevance for our contemporary era and applicable to many different geo-

                                            
341 For works theorizing the film-essay, sometimes called the essay-film, see Timothy 
Corrigan, The Essay Film: From Montaigne, After Marker. New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2011 and Laura Rascaroli, The Personal Camera: Subjective Cinema and the 
Essay Film. London: Wallflower Press, 2009.  
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political sites (as Solanas and Getino originally intended); and 3) casting contemporary 

Iranian cinema in a new light by arguing for its indebtedness to this militant past.  

 Gray and Eshun are primarily concerned with the historical militant image in its 

relation to the present. They argue that “returning to the archives” of the Third Cinema 

moment “obliges contemporary thinkers to confront the accreted condescension that the 

present, in all its accumulated superiority, bears towards the recent yet distant pasts of 

Tricontinental militancy.”342 Mike Wayne has also referred to this phenomenon as “the 

condescension of posterity.”343 Yet it is not simply Tricontinental militancy that has 

suffered this fate, but also Third Cinema more broadly, which as a result of being read as 

a series of historical manifestoes has remained under-conceptualized as a theory, 

particularly in academic debates on oppositional film practices and movements.344  

 Gray and Eshun define the militant image as “any form of image or sound 

production in and through filmmaking practices dedicated to the liberation struggles and 

revolutions of the late twentieth century.” 345  The authors refine this rather broad 

definition by explaining the context of their investigations as “the ambition to understand 

the militant image as a form of newness that is distinct from that of contemporaneity.”346 

The attempt to link the militant image to “newness” is examined through the concept of 

the afterlife of images. In order to examine how the militant image persists today, they 

                                            
342 Ros Gray and Kodwo Eshun, “The Militant Image: A Ciné-Geography.” Third Text 
25.1 (January 2011): 2.  
343 Mike Wayne, Political Film, 4.  
344 For a summary of the marked absence of Third Cinema in contemporary film theory, 
see Anthony R. Guneratne, “Introduction: Rethinking Third Cinema,” Rethinking Third 
Cinema, eds. Anthony R. Guneratne and Wimal Dissanayake. London: Routledge, 2003: 
1-28, and Jonathan Buchsbaum, “A Closer Look at Third Cinema, Historical Journal of 
Film, Radio and Television 21.2 (2001): 153-166. 
345 Gray and Eshun, “The Militant Image,” 1. 
346 Ibid., 3.  
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rely on the concept of ciné-geography, defined as a mode of inquiry that identifies 

cinecultural practices and connects them transnationally to other situations of urgent 

struggle. Ciné-geography can also be understood as a method that traces the forms in 

which the militant image continues to circulate and it is here that the notion of the 

“afterlife” of the militant image is explored. The authors define this afterlife as  

  the digital platforms, formats, applications, files, torrents, and burns  
  through which it continues to circulate as a fourth-, fifth- and sixth-  
  generation traveling image; a fragment sonimage that operates as a   
  material index of social relations, capable, at unexpected moments and in  
  tangential ways, of re-animating intense moments of upheaval.347 
 
The characterization of an afterlife that is defined by subsequent generations is a fitting 

metaphor for the way that Blames and Flames characterizes both the “death of cinema” 

and the persistence of the images of the New Wave and the revolution. For an afterlife to 

“circulate” as a fourth-generation traveling image suggests that the thing that died had 

already given birth to something that would re-interpret its project and re-animate new 

struggles. This theory of the afterlife of militant images is akin to the contention held in 

this dissertation that the New Wave is a project that is ongoing, first in the form of the 

post-revolutionary cinema, and now in projects such as Farzad’s, which through its 

investigation of this earlier era, both continues it and re-creates it at the same time. Thus I 

see an overlap between Gray and Eshun’s conceptualization of the afterlife of the militant 

image—a kind of living return—and the methodology of ciné-geography, which is an 

interdisciplinary practice of mapping the “proximities and affiliations of ciné-cultures 

                                            
347 Ibid., 2. 
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that emerged from and participated in the conflictual and connective militant politics of 

anti-colonial struggle and revolutionary decolonization in the late twentieth-century.”348 

 It is fitting that the afterlife of the New Wave is found in the work of Farzad, who 

was in born in Tehran in 1978, making him a part of the generation referred to as “the 

children of the Revolution.”349 Farzad’s films strike me as peculiar outliers in the 

contemporary landscape of Iranian cinema, which is largely associated with an auteur 

driven mode of production. This mode of production extends to the matter of style and 

aesthetics as well, and an insistence by critics on the non-political nature of post-

revolutionary Iranian cinema. An enduring example of this critical attitude is David 

Denby’s 2011 New Yorker article on Abbas Kiarostami, which suggests Kiarostami’s 

entire oeuvre possesses an aesthetics definitively removed from Iranian politics.350 

Against this critical landscape, Farzad’s film-essays insist upon a fundamental relation 

between Iranian art cinema and the history of radical politics in Iran. While it may appear 

that this connection is obvious and thus its “fundamental” status need not be forcefully 

asserted, it is in fact a matter of some debate. There have been all sorts of reasons for the 

tendency to argue for an “aestheticized” Iranian art cinema, as opposed to a politicized 

one, one of them being the manner in which the embrace of post-1979 Iranian cinema as 

thriving under censorship has usurped a more critical engagement with the politics of its 

style. Another factor here is the tendency to look upon the movements preceding the 

revolution as “failures” insofar as they never became part of a popular discourse, 

                                            
348 Ibid., 3. 
349 See Annabelle Sreberny and Massoumeh Torfeh, eds. Cultural Revolution in Iran: 
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remaining in the realm of the “underground” or the avant-garde. I do not think it would 

be a stretch to argue that this also has to do with the failure of leftist politics in Iran to 

seize power following the Revolution. By this I mean that in myriad and complex ways 

the Iranian New Wave is associated with leftist politics (political affiliations of directors, 

etc.) and thus the failure of leftist politics has contributed to a tendency to separate the 

aesthetic from the political, at least in academic work produced by diasporic Iranians.  

 In Blames and Flames, Farzad posits Kiarostami’s 1973 film Gozaresh/Report as 

the first widely distributed media image to focus on the indebted civil servant. In this 

early film Kiarostami depicts a marriage in crisis in order to explore the issues of 

corruption in the public sphere, and particularly the crises of social and political 

institutions, no longer able to handle the stratifications that define Iranian society. As 

Farzad suggests in Blames and Flames, Kiarostami was the first to explicitly depict the 

indebtedness of the ordinary Iranian. On the one hand, it was a realism that was much 

desired and long awaited (and perhaps one more poignant than the New Wave films of 

the 1960s such as The Cow). On the other hand, it was a radical new form that imagined a 

new way of being, first by telling stories that heighten our relationship to reality and 

second by suggesting outcomes that do not seem possible in reality as we know it. In fact, 

Report is another form of national allegory insofar as the marital crisis is a container for 

the inability to think through collective politics at the institutional level and hence the 

necessity of thinking it elsewhere. Given that the historiography of Iranian cinema has so 

vehemently refused to read the New Wave of the 1960s and 1970s as an oppositional 

precursor to the post-revolutionary Iranian cinema, Farzad’s film-essay painstakingly 

demonstrates how this era of cinema in Iran was pivotal to the role cinema would play in 
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the politics of building national consciousness, and a national culture. Reading the 

inclusion of Kiarostami’s Report within this narrative, it becomes necessary to rethink the 

genealogy of contemporary Iranian cinema in order to determine how it continues to be 

shaped by this political antecedents. 

 Farzad also considers the cinema’s foregrounded role in the Iranian Revolution. 

He begins with the “death of cinema,” which in the Iranian context means something 

entirely different from the decline of celluloid. It refers to the burning of the Cinema Rex 

and of 180 cinemas that occurred throughout the country over the following year. This 

death refers also to the grinding halt of domestic film production, as well as the import 

and export of foreign films, that persisted until the early 1980s. Using found footage of 

demonstrations and uprisings during the revolution, mixed with newsreel footage and 

shots cut from New Wave films, Farzad examines the unexpected alliances across these 

images. I read Farzad’s film-essay as an investigation into the intertwined legacies of 

cinema in Iran and the 1979 Revolution. Although at the turn of the Revolution the 

medium of film was maligned as an arbiter of Western imperialism, in the 1980s cinema 

was quickly recuperated by the Islamic regime for its instructive abilities. Farzad’s film-

essay explores the persistent return of the cinematic image and suggests that the urgency 

of the Revolution can be read retrospectively in the films of the New Wave, as well as in 

the struggles over what constituted official culture in Iran.  

 Although the film begins with the Cinema Rex fire—an event known to most 

Iranian cinephiles—the film is distinct from other accounts because it does not 

singularize and spectacularize Cinema Rex, but rather demonstrates how the spread of 

fire was akin to a malaise over cinema that affects the entire country. He does this to 
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emphasize the slow death of Iranian cinema. In pre-revolutionary Iran, cinema was both 

constitutive of oppositional politics, as evidenced by the critique of the state in New 

Wave films, as well as the target of more reactionary critiques, in terms of the role it was 

perceived to play in Gharbzadegi and the eradication of local aesthetics. The source, 

make-up, and outcome of these two spheres in which cinema found itself were not the 

same. This dual status garners a place for the Iranian New Wave within what can be 

called the global 1960s in the realm of radical cinema, or what Gray and Eshun call the 

cinema of militancy. Farzad’s work is an example of how to read the Iranian New Wave 

in a relational geography with the Third Cinema moment. The rejection of cinema tout 

court as a characteristic of the newly established Islamic Republic of Iran presents a 

problem for interpretation as the question of revolutionary politics in Iran is often 

confused or misread due to the many disparate groups with divided commitments who 

participated in the 1979 Revolution. The attitude toward art—and cinema—during that 

period is largely read through the post-revolutionary Islamic Republic’s rejection, but this 

reading flattens the nuances that exist on both sides of the political spectrum. By this I 

mean that the Iranian New Wave cinema of the 1960s and 1970s was a strain of the 

revolutionary culture that held much in common with similar movements and events 

taking place globally.    



   

 268 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Montage in Blames and Flames 
 
 Farzad’s timeline aligns the fires with the arrival of the Persian New Year, 

Nowruz, in the year 1978—or 1357 on the Iranian calendar [Figure 1]. He alternates 

images of the traditional Haft-Seen table for Nowruz with images from the stone carvings 

of the ancient city of Persepolis [Figure 1]. He then immediately cuts to newsreel images 

of revolutionary insurrection [Figure 1]. Thus this film, which is ostensibly about the 

death of cinema in Iran, as well as its persistence, inscribes the rebirth and renewal that is 
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suggested by the traditional celebration of Nowruz with the revolutionary politics of the 

moment (and vice versa). The film then abruptly cuts to a report on the burning of a 

cinema in Tehran seven days after Nowruz. The sound accompanying the newspaper 

report is Ennio Morricone’s theme from The Battle of Algiers, familiar to film viewers 

and serving to sonically locate Iran in the cinematic 1960s. The shift from traditional 

Nowruz imagery to a photo of insurgency also creates a kind of metaphoric equivalence 

by aligning Nowruz’s foundational role in the establishment of an Iranian national 

identity, with the role that cinema is poised to play in the upcoming Revolution. Or, if as 

Naficy suggests, the New Wave was prophetic of the events to come, then we might say 

that cinema was already playing its role, but merely waiting for the Revolution to play its 

part. 

 Footage documenting radical action taken by university students, as well as the 

general strikes of cinema workers and national television workers are then juxtaposed in 

the film with examples of thematic dissent in New Wave films—such as Masoud 

Kimiai’s wildly successful Safar-e Sang/The Journey of the Stone. This juxtaposition 

creates a particular genealogy for the New Wave, one that is indebted to an intermedial 

understanding of cinema, while constructing a cinematic history of Iran, that is, a history 

of the Iranian Revolution told through the status and evolution of cinema. A similar 

construction occurs in Farzad’s narration of dissent in Pahlavi Iran. Halfway into the 

film, having shown only clips from television and cinema, Farzad inserts an amateur 

recording of the September 8, 1978 massacre of student protesters by the hands of the 

state police, an event known as Black Friday. The type of pixelated image seen in this 

sequence is jarring within the existing montage. Farzad follows this with a clip from the 
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evening national newscast on television. The broadcaster greets his audience with an 

affected look of discomfort on his face—but the film’s voiceover interrupts to tell us 

there was no mention of the event on the news that night. Instead, Laurel & Hardy ran, as 

usual. But where the official arm of the state failed, the Iranian New Wave answered. 

Farzad asserts the rejection of violent state power offered in the year’s most successful 

film, Kimiai’s The Journey of the Stone. This contrast between the world of the cinema 

screen—if one can consider diegesis in an abstract discrete manner—and the reality of 

life is equalized by Farzad’s historiographical film practice. Toward the end of Blames 

and Flames, these two distinct realms, so to speak, are further wed when Farzad suggests 

the difficulty of separating reports of historical events in Iran (and the way they are 

depicted in reportage) from their proximity to events that already took place within the 

diegesis of New Wave films. For example, the voiceover reminds us, when Iranian’s hear 

about a political event, they think of a scene from a New Wave film. Furthermore, this 

proximity—between life and the filmic diegesis—is another form of ciné-geography, a 

way to track affinities and afterlives.  

 To return to the question of cinematic militancy, expanded out onto the project of 

a political cinema, is to resist filing the question of radical politics into the past. What 

Gray and Eshun argue can be traced in the notion of an “afterlife” is most important for 

the manner in which it re-animates tense moments of upheaval and struggle, refusing to 

end the work of interpreting and working through these historical events. It is especially 

crucial today in light of the ceaseless popularity of Iranian cinema to interrogate the 

flattening of this militant past within its own history. The film-essays of Farzad facilitate 

this interrogation by re-animating the historical moment. Blames and Flames exceeds 
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mere re-animation by threading the story of Iranian cinema within a new historical 

narrative, one that underscores the inextricability of cinema from Iranian politics and 

national consciousness.  

 In thinking through what is a crucial but often overlooked period of Iranian film 

history, this dissertation contends that there exist many untold narratives and histories of 

affiliation yet to be discovered in this rich past. The Iranian New Wave is an especially 

fruitful lens through which to study the relationship of aesthetics to politics because it 

illuminates both a domestic, historically specific context within Iran, and yet also 

expands our understanding of Third Cinema and counter-cinema, two of the most 

influential and vital global film movements.  
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