
Outline TImetable 

10.30 Introduction and History and Context of 
Cinema in Iran 

11.45 Short Break 

12.00 The Iranian directors on the world stage  

13.00 Lunch 

13.45 The third segment of The Day I Became a 
Woman (dir. Marziyeh Meshkini, Iran 2000) and 
Samira Makhmalbaf’s 9/11 short film (2002) 
Discussion of the films and the Makhmalbafs 

15.15 Short Break 

15.30 The wider community of Iranian filmmakers: 
‘diasporic’ and ‘exilic’ 

16.30 Close  

Introduction 
Iranian Cinema occupies a unique place in global 
film culture as one of the major producers of 
international art films since the 1990s, but also as 
an ‘unknown popular cinema’ with a large potential 
local audience. 

Iranians first began to produce fiction features in 
the 1930s after many years of ‘topicals’ 
documenting national events. In the 1960s and 
1970s a ‘popular cinema’ emerged and then a ‘new 
wave’ of more modernist films. The Islamic 
Revolution and the Iran-Iraq War restricted this 
development during the 1980s but gradually the 
film industry began to develop again in the 1990s. 
Theocratic government control has been an issue 
since the Revolution. Filmmakers and films have 
been banned and many filmmakers have left Iran 
for various reasons. 

Film statistics 
It is very difficult to compile reliable statistics about 
the Iranian film industry. Foreign films are not 
exhibited in Iranian cinemas. Not surprisingly, the 

international film industry therefore generally 
ignores the Iranian film market. Up until 2012 the 
independent body ‘Iranian House of Cinema’ 
released some data, but it has since been closed by 
the Iranian authorities and replaced by a 
government body. All we can do is to gather any 
information we can find and try to draw 
conclusions. In 2019 we might suggest the 
following: 

1. Iran has around 500 cinema screens – more than 
any other country in the ‘Middle East’. Most are 
probably in the major cities showing local 
‘entertainment’ films. 
2. Perhaps 20-40 million cinema visits may be made 
in Iran each year – only around 0.3 visits per person 
a year. In the UK it is nearly ten times that figure. 
3. 100-200 films of various kinds might be made in 
Iran annually, but not all will be released. Some may 
be documentaries or shorts. 
4. At any one time, a selection of different Iranian 
art films may be touring International Film Festivals 
(not all together!) 
5. Films as co-productions with other countries and 
films by exiled or diasporic directors might also be 
included. 
6. Iranians may also see a range of foreign films via 
the internet, satellite TV, physical media etc. 

Neo-realism, documentary and non-professional 
actors 
The ‘New Iranian cinema’ of the 1990s has often 
been characterised as dominated by these 
approaches. Rather than try to analyse these claims 
here, I hope that we will be able to discuss what 
you recognise in the film extracts we see and that 
ideas about the influences on Iranian filmmakers 
will emerge. 

Censorship and prestige 
Iranian Cinema has reached a point where it 
resembles the film industries that operated in Spain 
under Franco between 1940 and 1976, in the USSR 
and Eastern European countries between 1948 and 
1989 and in China for much of the time since 1949. 
The authorities can censor films, ban filmmakers 
and restrict screenings but they can’t always stop 
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the films being made and screened at international 
festivals or distributed in overseas territories. 
Filmmakers can move abroad or they can stay at 
home and make films that operate via allegories 
and delicate codes. Khosrow Sinai, a veteran 
Iranian director, has argued that the restrictions 
might actually help filmmakers to become more 
‘artistic’ in their approach – i.e. the artistic strength 
of Iranian Cinema has developed partly because of 
the restrictions, not in spite of them. 

Iranian Cinema has attracted more critical attention 
than most national cinemas. The reasons for this are 
partly associated with the high artistic quality of the 
films in international distribution. Some of the 
attention is specifically focused on gender issues 
and particularly the question of the veil and the 
relationship between the cinematic gaze and the 
portrayal of women. See, for instance, Hamid Naficy 
(1999) in a complex essay that explores the 
apparent contradiction between a society that 
demands that women ‘cover’ themselves and a film 
culture that has seen the emergence of several 
high profile female directors and strong female 
characters represented on screen.  

Another main focus for much of the critical work on 
Iranian cinema has been on its exilic  and 
diasporic nature. Some Iranian filmmakers are 
‘nomadic’. They can’t return from exile but they 
aren’t settled elsewhere. Others are diasporic – 
born to Iranian parents settled in another country 
or permanently living elsewhere after various forms 
of economic or politically inspired migration. 
These Iranian filmmakers working abroad are like 
filmmakers from other parts of the ‘post-colonial’ 
world or the ‘Global South’ who move to New York 
or Paris. They exist ‘between two worlds’. They find 
supporters and develop ways of working outside 
the studio systems of the West as well as avoiding 
the structures of the local industry they have left 
behind. They are ‘local’ and ‘global’ in outlook. 
Many of the film scholars who focus on this issue 
(like Naficy and Hamid Dabashi) are themselves 
part of an Iranian or other Middle Eastern diaspora 
in the US and in Europe, especially in France. This 
diasporic community retains a keen interest in 
Iranian cinema and its exiled filmmakers. 

The politics of this exilic filmmaking are complex. 
Mohsen Makhmalbaf, Abbas Kiarostami and 
Asghar Farhadi have all worked outside Iran after 
feeling the impact of Iranian government control. 
But their aims in working abroad have been 
different. Hamid Dabashi (1999: 119-121) argues 
that intellectuals in Iran are ‘inorganic’ – not 
connected to any working-class movement or even 
to a ‘rooted’ middle-class. This is because Iran’s 
‘modernising project’ since the early nineteenth 
century has created what he calls a ‘comprador 
bourgeoisie’ – a term referring to the agents of 
Western powers who managed the plantations and 
mineral extraction of Asia. Iran has been 
completely dependent on oil that has paid for 
consumer imports without the general 
development of domestic industry – a situation akin 
to control by an external colonial power. Iranian 
filmmakers have to work through ideas about how 
they address this colonial situation before they can 
comment on contemporary Iran.  

Dabashi argues that Makhmalbaf has begun this 
process but that praise from film festival critics is 
irrelevant – the films need to be discussed by 
Iranian audiences in Iran and in the diaspora. In 
2019, Mohsen Makhmalbaf has been active in Italy 
and China (see the Makhmalbaf family website 
makhmalbaf.com). Abbas Kiarostami died in 2016 
but had worked in Africa, Italy and Japan. Asghar 
Farhadi has made features in France and Spain. 
Jafar Panahi can’t leave Iran.     

These questions about exiles and colonialism also 
remind us that Iran is itself a multi-cultural state. 
Bahman Ghobadi is a Kurdish-Iranian filmmaker 
who has made films about Kurds in both Iran and 
Iraq – e.g. Turtles Can Fly (Iraq/Iran 2004). The 
Kurds form a ‘borderless state’ of more than 30 
million people living in Iraq, Iran, Turkey and Syria 
and in a widespread Kurdish diaspora. Films set in 
different parts of Iran depict the ethnic differences, 
ranging from the small communities of African 
descendants of slaves on the Persian Gulf to the 
much larger populations of Azeri people of the 
North-West and other groups of Semitic and 
Caucasian peoples. Iran’s strategic position as a 
cross roads for Central Western Asia makes this 
multi-ethnic population inevitable. 
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I hope that in the films we study today, you will get 
a sense of a complex society with both a strong 
traditional culture and an intellectual tradition of art 
cinema. Iran, through its cinematic representations, 
feels like a society that is both ‘like’ and ‘not-like’ 
Europe and North America. It is a country in 
Western Asia that is increasingly recognised as an 
important producer in other parts of Asia.  

Directors 

Abbas Kiarostami (1940-2016) In 1969 Kiarostami 
set up a filmmaking department at the Institute for 
Intellectual Development of Children and Young 
Adults (Kanun) in Tehran. He began making films 
himself but it wasn’t until 1987 and Where is the 
Friend’s Home? and two further films set in the 
village of Koker that Kiarostami began to be feted 
outside Iran. Towards the end of the 1990s 
Kiarostami began to make more experimental films 
as his international reputation grew and he was 
invited to make films outside Iran. The Iranian 
authorities began to limit opportunities to see his 
films in Iran and then began to restrict his travel 
opportunities. Kiarostami was a major figure in 
both Iran and the international art film world. 

The Makhmalbaf Family comprises Mohsen (b. 
1957), his second wife Marziyeh (b. 1969), 
daughters Samira and Hana and son Maysam 
have all been active filmmakers since 1997 when 
Samira directed her first feature, The Apple. 

Majid Majidi (b. 1959) Began as an actor and then 
moved into shorts, documentaries and features. He 
has made around a dozen feature-length films and 
has become involved in co-productions in India. 
His films are imbued with his strong religious 
beliefs. 

Jafar Panahi (b. 1960) Panahi worked closely with 
Kiarostami at the beginning of his career and 
Kiarostami wrote Panahi’s the final script for first 
film The White Balloon in 1995. Panahi soon 
became a figure as important as his mentor and 
although their approaches have been similar, their 
work has a different feel. Panahi offers a good 
example of a filmmaker able to use the restrictions 
imposed on him to produce original and important 
work. 

Rafi Pitts (b. 1967) was born in Iran but came to the 
UK in 1981and graduated from PCL (now part of 
the University of Westminster) in 1991. He later 
worked on films in France before returning to Iran 
in 1996. Active since 1995 his films mix strong 
Iranian cultural traditions and European filmmaking 
ideas to produce films that win international prizes. 

Asghar Farhadi (b. 1972) Farhadi represents the 
new generation of directors trained originally in 
theatre and TV at university and active in cinema 
since 1997. 

Mohammad Rasoulof (b. 1972) Another of the 
Iranian directors (since 1991) who have been 
subject to arrests, court hearings, suspended 
sentences and travel restrictions. He has suffered 
more than most but his films have received 
important international festival screenings. 

Behnam Behzadi (b. 1972) With a background 
similar to Asghar Farhadi, educated in Tehran 
University’s Cinema and TV school (where he now 
teaches), he also makes films similar to the middle-
class dramas of Farhadi. Inversion was the first of 
his films to get a UK release. 

Exilic/diasporic films 
Persepolis (France-US 2007) 
Based on the graphic novel (or bandes dessinées) 
by Marjane Satrapi, the narrative deals with the 
author’s ‘journey’ from Iran to Europe and back in 
search of her own identity during the changes 
wrought by the Revolution and Iran-Iraq War. 

Women Without Men (Ger/Austria/Fra/It/Ukraine/
Morocco 2009) 
Shirin Neshat is an Iranian visual artist best known 
for short films that appear in gallery installations. 
Born into an upper middle-class Tehran family she 
left to study in the US around the time of the Iranian 
Revolution in 1979. This is her first feature film 
written and directed in partnership with Shoja 
Azari, variously described as an Iranian-American 
artist and filmmaker. 

Circumstance (US 2011) 
Made in Lebanon this offers a lesbian relationship 
between teenage girls in Tehran as well as the drug 
problem of one of the girls’ brother. 
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A Girl Walks Home Alone at Night (US 2014) 
This is perhaps the most interesting of the ‘external 
films’ related in some way to Iranian culture. Writer-
director Ana Lily Amirpour was born into an Iranian 
family in Margate but migrated to the US and was 
schooled in Bakersfield, California. Her film has 
Farsi dialogue which she had to write phonetically 
and it mixes several familiar genres, horror, the 
Western, melodrama, film noir and uses music and 
pop culture extensively. The setting is given as ‘Bad 
City’ in Iran, signified by the oil derricks. It was shot 
in Taft, a small town close to Bakersfield. 

Under the Shadow (UK-Jordan-Qatar 2016)  
Another horror film set during the Iran-Iraq War. 
Babak Anvari is a British-Iranian director. 

Mitra Tabrizian is another British-Iranian director 
whose film Gholam (UK-2017) was briefly in UK 
cinemas. Her film is more political/psychological. 

The recent arthouse success Border (Sweden-
Denmark 2018) was directed by Ali Abbasi, an 
Iranian in Sweden. This offers a fantasy/horror film 
linked to the theme of identity and migration. 

Notes on religion in Iran 

Sunni/Shia 
Iran is the largest state with a majority Shia Muslim 
population. There is a Sunni minority of 4-8%. Up to 
94% of the population is Shia with tiny minorities of 
other religions. 

‘Modest’ dress for women 
The practice of ‘veiling’ in Iran has ancient roots 
and predates Islam. Since 1980 the practice of 
veiling has become enforceable by law in ‘public 
places’ and women are required to wear a 
headscarf (what is known as a hijab in other 
Muslim countries) and/or a chador, the long open 
cloak which covers the head and body. This is now 
expected to be black but the traditional patterned 
chador is still worn indoors. Since the 1990s 
younger women have challenged the uniformity of 
‘modest clothing’. Older women, especially from 
rural areas are also likely to wear a lighter 
traditional chador. 

List of film clips that might be used today 
Mossafer (Iran 1974) 
Gabbeh (Iran 1996) 
The Colour of Paradise (Iran 1999) 
The Circle (Iran-Italy 2000) 
The Day I Became a Woman (Iran 2000) 
Baran (2001) 
11'09''01 - September 11 (France 2002) 
Marmulak (The Lizard, Iran 2004) 
10 on Ten (Iran-France 2004) 
Iron Island (Iran 2005) 
Fireworks Wednesday (Iran 2006) 
It’s Winter (Iran-France 2006) 
Closed Curtain (Iran 2013) 
Inversion (Iran 2017) 

Trailers are generally available on YouTube where I 
also found some of the films. 

Sources 
These are the sources I used in writing the Iranian 
section of the The Global Film Book, Routledge 
2014. I have re-worked some of that material in 
these notes. 
Dabashi, Hamid (1999) ‘Mohsen Makhmalbaf’s A 
Moment of Innocence’ in Rose Issa and Sheila 
Whitaker (eds) Life and Art: the new Iranian Cinema, 
London: bfi 
Mehrabi, Massoud (2006) ‘A Bed and Several 
Dreams: A Short History of Iranian Cinema’ in 
Cineaste Vol XXXI No 3 
Naficy, Hamid (1999) ‘Veiled visions/powerful 
presences: women in post-revolutionary Iranian 
cinema’ in Rose Issa and Sheila Whitaker (eds) Life 
and art: the new Iranian cinema, London: bfi 
Naficy, Hamid (2001) An Accented Cinema: Exilic 
and Diasporic Filmmaking, Princeton NJ: Princeton 
University Press (an extract from this book is 
included in Elizabeth Ezra and Terry Rowden (eds) 
Transnational Cinema: The Film Reader, Abingdon: 
Routledge under the title ‘Situating Accented 
Cinema’) 

Roy Stafford, 14/9/19 

Don’t forget the screening of Permission (aka Cold 
Sweat, Iran-France 2018) at Kala Sangam on 
September 24th.
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