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Introduction

In a nation where poetry permeates common parlance, is used
to justify arguments, offer guidance, honor patrons, condemn
adversaries, and confront authority, its influence naturally ex-
tends to various art forms, including cinema. The evidence of
this connection between poetry and the moving picture is tangi-
ble, albeit slowly established and sporadic, embracing diverse
methods and techniques over time.! Such films have come in
various forms—some are inherently poetic, some are based on
poetry, and others merely incorporate poetic elements. Addi-
tionally, the growing prominence of poetry in film aligns with
women’s rising representation and productivity. Furiigh Far-
rukhzad and Shahrzad were two notable women who engaged
in cinema and literature to different degrees before and around
the 1979 Islamic Revolution. In the post-revolutionary era,
there has been a surge in women’s participation in both fields.
Notable figures such as Granaz Misavi, Marziyah Vafamihr,
Andishah Filadvand, and Azadah Bizargiti have significantly
contributed to both domains. Through the works of these poets
and filmmakers, this article analyzes the interplay between cin-
ema and poetry, highlighting a common emphasis on women’s
issues. It argues that women literary authors, filmmakers, and
feminist discourse have, in recent decades, played a significant
role in the production of movies that poetically focus on women
or integrate poetry while delving into gender issues. This genre,
which has little precedent in the pre-revolutionary era, reflects
a unique intersection of artistic expression and social com-



mentary. Furthermore, this paper argues that pre-revolutionary
cinematic discourse, primarily a response to modernity and the
shah’s top-down feminism and progressive reforms, aimed at
protecting masculinity, which was perceived to be under threat.
Conversely, the post-revolutionary movement and oppositional
cinematic movement has seen the emergence of a dominant fe-
male-friendly cinematic discourse and has sought to safeguard
femininity as a response to the current state’s systemic misog-

Figure 1: A still from Layla (1997), directed by Darytsh Mihrji’i.

Words and Pictures

The connection between cinema and literature is not new or
exclusive to Iran. Spanish, French, and American cinema indus-
tries have long been making poetic films, and Italian director
and poet Pier Pasolini even conceptualized the cinema of poetry
in 1965.% In the context of Iranian cinema, it can be added that
cinematic surrealism, employed to depict the struggle with the
harsh realities of daily life, has developed a necessary affin-
ity with poetry. There, a discursive imagination serves as the
framework, with rearranged pieces of reality comprising the
content.

'For historical and analyti-

cal studies of Iranian poetic
cinema see Khatereh Sheibani,
The Poetics of Iranian Cinema:
Aesthetics, Modernity and
Film After the Revolution
(London: I.B. Tauris, 2011) and
Michelle Langford, Allegory in
Iranian Cinema: The Aesthetics
of Poetry and Resistance (Lon-
don: Bloomsbury, 2019).

2In today’s Iran, discussions
around women’s rights, femi-
ninity, and feminism intersect
and often overlap. While the
feminine is universally associ-
ated with grace and elegance,
it conveys a women-friendly
approach. Feminism, on the
other hand, focuses on gender
equality. Labeling a film or
any other art as feminine has
a better chance of surviving
censorship.

*Paolo Pasolini, Heretical Em-
piricism, ed. Louise Barnett,
trans. Ben Lawton and Louise
Barnett (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1988).



“Paolo Pasolini, Heretical Em-
piricism, ed. Louise Barnett,
trans. Ben Lawton and Louise
Barnett (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1988), 167.
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In exploring the connection between poetry, cinema, and gen-
der issues in Iranian film, this analysis looks for various tech-
niques and elements that can enhance the viewer’s experience.
One dimension involves the use of metaphors and symbols to
construct and present multiple layers of meaning in scenes and
the narrative. This is complemented by the deliberate incorpo-
ration or subtle echoes of poetic lines and expressions, adding
a lyrical quality that resonates throughout the film. Poetic pic-
torial patterns can also be manifested through a direct use of
rhymes and refrains, creating a visual rhythm that attracts the
audience’s attention further. The dynamic interplay of move-
ment, characterized by moments of go/stop, compels viewers to
pause, ponder, and wonder, encouraging a deeper engagement
with the plots. Furthermore, adopting minimalism also becomes
a powerful tool, directing the audience to venture beyond the
frame and participate in the act of imagination. Poetic films can
thus adopt a more global language of images, transcending cul-
tural boundaries to seek a universal emotional impact, thus the
global success of many Iranian movies. The narrative flow can
also maintain a delicate balance, with minimal control over the
ebb and flow of textual or cinematic sequences, allowing for a
more sophisticated and immersive journey through the intrica-
cies of storytelling.

By employing the term “poetic (moving) pictures,” we can cir-
cumvent the challenges associated with defining Iranian poetic
cinema. A visual composition is not confined to convention-
al prose or dialogue. Rather, these pictures have the ability to
condense a concept, a dream, a memory, or an experience with
the brevity, vibrancy, urgency, and turbulence reminiscent of a
poem or a poetic picturesque allusion. This distinction is a re-
minder of the use of distinct sign systems by the two genres. As
Pasolini emphasizes, “Instead, cinema does communicate. This
means that it, too, is based on a patrimony of common signs.”

So, why has this meaning, this desire for literariness, become
a feature, a fixation, for Iranian cinema? Should we deem the



poetic a standard attribute of the Iranian film? It might be an
unfair characterization or even a stereotypical designation to
say that American cinema is entirely fascinated with violence.
Equally, it might be half true to characterize French cinema by
its obsession with sex, or British cinema with history. However,
if such reductionism would prove helpful to our understand-
ing, what would be the core characteristic of Iranian cinema?
The cautious answer is that Iranian cinema has undergone a few
representational metamorphoses due to the changing ideologi-
cal and social discourses that have affected cultural production
since the beginning of the twentieth century including nation-
alist, Marxist, Islamic, and feminist discourses. More particu-
larly, many such changes were wrought upon the country in the
dreadful year of the 1979 Revolution. In the post-revolutionary
era and specifically after the 1990s when a reformist movement
appeared in politics and religion, poetry lost its prominent spot
to the novel but also became an attribute of Iranian cinema.
From that period onward, films have been almost obsessed with
poetry.

During the pre-revolutionary era, two women navigated be-
tween the realms of cinema, poetry, and the feminine (the three
components of this discussion): Furtigh Farrukhzad, a poet who
ventured into documentary filmmaking, and Shahrzad, who
transitioned from the masculine world of cinema to the less gen-
dered realm of poetry. In recent decades, the works of Granaz
Miisavi, Marziyah Vafamihr, Azadah Bizargiti, and Andishah
Filadvand are among the films made by women that demon-
strate a poetic quality. These works might have been influenced
by Farrukhzad’s work but are also inspired by the works of male
filmmakers such as ‘Abbas Kiyartstami, Daryiish Mihrji’y,
Suhrab Shahid Salis, and Amir Nadiri, who have all strength-
ened the poetic aspect of Iranian film.> All of this indicates that
poetic moving pictures, whether or not featuring gender issues,
are not produced only when a poet makes a movie, or a mov-
iemaker depicts poetry or poetic concepts. As will be further
noted, some filmmakers made movies based on centuries-old

By its conviction and messag-
es, and unlike the commercial
movies of the time, which
often featured dance, nudity,
and a morbid plot, Gav (The
Cow) was not concerned

with gender, sexuality, and
entertainment, and thus, un-
surprisingly, it did not do well
at the box office. However, its
critical and artistic approach
paved the way for additional
New Wave films. It gave rise
to a generation of filmmakers
in the 1970s who many see as
the masters of Iranian cinema.
Some of Iran’s greatest direc-
tors, including Suhrab Shahid
Salis (Tabi‘at-i Bijan [Still
life]), Daryash Mihrju’t (Gav),
‘Abbas Kiyartstami (Khanah-i
Dast Kujast [Where is
Friend’s House]), Amir NadirT
(Davandah [The runner]),

and Bahram Bayza'1 (Bashi,
Gharibah-i Ktichak [Bashu,
the little stranger]) began their
careers in this period and have
continued to be active after the
revolution. Their works, one
may conclude, have provided
the context for the success of
postrevolutionary cinema. New
Wave filmmakers were less
interested in featuring women
characters and more interested
in advocating social change.
They adhered to a leftist
discourse that sought more
than anything else to change
the political arrangement

by criticizing the unpleas-

ant realities of Iranian life
under Mohammad Reza Shah
(1941-79). Of those pioneering
directors, some continue their
poetic works.



°Generally, Filmfarsi movies
helped Iranian men to boost an
image of masculinity that had
been threatened by the Shah’s
reforms. The stereotypical man
in these movies is a strong man
with a formidable mustache
who speaks loudly and carries
a knife. He often wears a large
hat, does not laugh, and always
looks handsome and well-
groomed. He is always superior
to the women, thinks ahead

of the game, makes decisions,
and takes action. The woman
dances in a cabaret, cheats on
the man, is poor, drinks, or
takes drugs. There is a constant
attempt to fend off fundamental
questions about womanhood.
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classical romances and epics, meaning that filmmakers’ con-
nections to classical literature or mythology can also lead to
poetic films.

Overall, the more profound reason for the poetic quality of Ira-
nian films pertains to the cultural history, social condition, and
the necessity of expressing ideas through metaphors, allegories,
or even shattered stanzas. Before 1979, intellectual and literary
activities that supported violence against the Pahlavi dynasty’s
aspiration for modernity were censored and had to use symbol-
ic and allegorical constructs to convey their revolutionary and
often somber messages. In the troubling, turbulent post-revolu-
tionary period under a religious autocracy, liberals, feminists,
and civil society activists are mostly limited to surrealism and
symbolism in film and literature. Moreover, the rise of feminist
literary discourse at the end of the 1980s in response to the fun-
damentalist state discourse and restrictive Sharia laws also af-
fected the nature of Iranian cinema, which sought to fight back.

Poetry and Cinema Before the Revolution

Numerous pre-revolutionary movies (including all commercial
movies and even Mas‘tid Kimiya’'T’s acclaimed 1969 Qaysar)
tacitly and sometimes boldly questioned or mocked the social
bravery required of men and women to achieve a modern life,
which itself required the exploration of sexuality.® They asked
women to sacrifice, to safeguard gender boundaries, and to
uphold tradition so men might protect and cherish their mas-
culinity. Such depictions did not require much poetry; indeed,
such films flew in the face of attempts to achieve modernity and
helped the rise of a revolutionary culture and normalization of
political violence in the late 1970s. Even the movies’ meager
portrayal of women and sexuality was tainted with violence. In
fact, based on an analysis of the broader dearth of the portray-
al of sexuality and eroticism in pre-revolutionary Iranian arts
and media, the book Modernity, Sexuality, and Ideology in Iran:
The Life and Legacy of a Popular Female Artist (See Figure 2)



argues that modernity never indeed fully unfolded in that period
and that any attempt to promote the discourse of modernity was
hampered by numerous obstacles, resulting in what the book
conceptualizes as modernoid society, a society that resembles
a modern one in some areas but lacks other essential modern
structures. The book further argued that the reason for the ab-
sence of a successful modernization process and a pervasive
discourse of modernity in Iran, particularly in the seventies, was
that any public and theoretical discussion of modern ideas and
philosophies lacked the necessary academic, intellectual, and
national debate over the seminal subjects of gender and sexual-
ity in poetry and film.”

Sexuality, |
and ldeology

=lran

Figure 2: Book cover of Modernity, Sexuality, and Ideology in Iran: The Life and Legacy of a Pop-
ular Female Artist (Syracuse University Press, 2011)

"In particular, see chapters one
and two in Kamran Talattof,
Modernity, Sexuality, and
Ideology in Iran: The Life and
Legacy of a Popular Female
Artist (Syracuse: Syracuse Uni-
versity Press, 2011).



For a comparative exploration
of the beauty, refined handling
of gender relations, and the
intricate narrative complexity
in Nizam’s tale of Layli va
Majniin, refer to Chapter six
in Kamran Talattof, Nezami
Ganjavi and Classical Persian
Poetry: Demystifying the
Mystic (London: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2023).

“For more information see,
http://www.golistan.org/

1%See Nasrin Rahimieh and
Dominic Brookshaw. Forugh
Farrokhzad, Poet of Modern
Iran (London: 1.B. Tauris,
2010), 35. See also Maryam
Ghorbankarimi, “The House
Is Black, A Timeless Visual
Essay,” in Forough Farrokhzad,
Poet of Modern Iran: Iconic
‘Woman and Feminine Pioneer
of New Persian Poetry (New
York: I.B. Tauris, 2010),
137-148; Hamid Dabashi,
Masters and Masterpieces of
Iranian Cinema (New York:
Mage, 2007), 39-70.

See “It is Only Sound That
Remains: Reconstructing
Forough Farrokhzad’s The
House is Black,” June 9,
2020, https:/tripleampersand.
org/sound-remains-recon-
structing-forough-far-
rokhzads-house-black-2/.

2Gholam Heydari, Furiigh
Farrukhzad va Sinima (Tehran:
‘Ilm, 1999), 36, 62.
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Nevertheless, tracing and discussing the evolution of poetic
traits within cinema should begin with a few rare movies of that
period. Before the revolution, a few films experimented with lit-
erature. One was Siyavash in Persepolis (1963) directed by the
poet Faridiin Rahnama. The film script clearly points to a few
classical poetry sources such as the twelfth century Nizami’s
Layli va Majniin (Layli and Majnun).® Examples of such mov-
ies that were based on classical Persian narrative poetry include
Layli and Majnun (1937), Layli and Majnun (1956), Layli
and Majnun (1970) , Shirin u Farhad (1934), Shirin u Farhad
(1970), FirdawsT (1934), , Yusif u Zulaykha (1956), Yusif u Zu-
laykha (1968), and Styavush dar Takht-i Jamshid (1968).° They
lacked the intricacies of classical representation and advanced
cinematic technology. Tajikistan, then under the restrictions of
socialism but enjoying more advanced Soviet film and musical
technologies, produced somewhat more successful films such
as A Poet’s Fate (1957) based on Riidaki’s life and Firdawst’s
poetic tragedies (e.g., The Story of Rustam, The Story of Rus-
tam and Suhrab, and The Story of Styavush).

Later in the 1960s, and within the world of contemporary free
verse poetry, Furigh Farrukhzad creatively married pictures
and poems in a twenty or so minute documentary titled Khanah
Styah ast (The House is Black, 1962). Her film has been the
subject of several studies and presentations. Maryam Ghorban-
karimi, Farzaneh Milani, Hamid Dabashi, and others have de-
scribed her films as poetic.'"” Mohammad Salemy writes, “For-
ough Farrokhzad’s The House Is Black stands tall, somewhere
between moving images and words, sound and music, cinema
and poetry, documentary and experimental film; between Re-
alism, Surrealism and Magical Realism, while being none in
particular."! Gholam Haydari also writes, The House Is Black
is “a cinematic poem and Farrokhzad’s first experiment in ex-
plicitly merging cinema and poetry.”'* Of course, the film at
the time seems to have contributed to the consistently nega-
tive discourse of the political opposition as it too was perceived
as a criticism of the government which doubted the sincerity



of its reforms. However, it is the poetic quality of the pictures
that endures and not its social commentary. Her film contains
rhythmic, somewhat balanced “stanzas” as regards its dialogue
and the sequencing of the scenes. Whether considering aes-
thetics or chronology, Furtigh Farrukhzad’s work influenced
Ibrahim Gulistan, Suhrab Shahid Salis, Amir Nadir, and “Ab-
bas Kiyarustami—all men producing contemporaneously with
or after Farrukhzad—rather than the commonly propagated no-
tion that it was the other way around."

Figure 3: A still from Khanah sTyah ast (The House is Black, 1962). Furigh Farrukhzad, Accessed
via https://www.entekhab.ir/002GjO

Shahrzad’s Career in Cinema

Kubra Sa‘1di, known as Shahrzad, represents another connec-
tion between cinema and poetry around the 1979 Revolution.
She acted in more than sixteen movies in the 1960s and ‘70s,
and although she never had the leading role, her performances
were occasionally praised, and she received two awards. She
also wrote three volumes of poetry, a book of prose, a screen-
play, and several commentaries for film journals. Nevertheless,
in all those sixteen movies, men subjugated women and com-
modified their bodies. Then, the minute the leading lady became
the protagonist’s exclusive woman, his property, she needed to

3See Kamran Talattof,
“Personal Rebellion and Social
Revolt in the Works of Forugh
Farrokhzad: Challenging the
Assumptions,” in Forugh
Farrokhzad, Poet of Modern
Iran, ed. Dominic Brookshaw
& Nasrin Rahimieh (London:
1.B. Tauris, 2010).



“In Farar az talah, the director
Jalal Muqaddam decides to
simply have Shahrzad lounge
around seductively, listening
to a conversation between two
men. She performs superbly.
Shahrzad’s short part is pe-
ripheral to the film’s story; she
does not utter a word. She does
her usual erotic dance, how-
ever. Her character is passive
and only an accommodation to
her man, but she conveys this
meaning very well with the
movements of her eyes, hands,
neck, and head. One can argue
that she offers one of her best
performances in this movie.
She is genuinely confident and
in control.
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leave the public space, the dancing scene, or anywhere other
men’s gazes could fall on her. For women’s sanctity to be whol-
ly redeemed, she had to be confined in a veil and within walls.
There was no poetry, and there was nothing poetic at all about
the subjugation of women. However, on some occasions, par-
ticularly in Farar az talah (Escape from the Trap, 1969), the
shortest role she ever had, Shahrazad’s performance can be con-
sidered a moving moment merging storytelling, unspoken poet-
ry, and dance.'* Before and around the time of the Revolution,
Shahrzad wrote and published three volumes of poet

Figure 4: A still from Farar az talah (Escape from the Trap, 1969). Kubra Sa‘idi, Accessed via https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=8nRFeCLAs-A(00:58:42)

In her final year in cinema, she penned and directed Maryam va
Mani (Maryam and Mani, 1978), a film whose sole reel canister
vanished amidst the chaos of the 1979 Revolution. Miraculous-
ly, a poorly digitized, shabby-looking version emerged online
more than four decades later. The movie’s story is about an un-
conventional love affair between Maryam, a morally upright
yet financially troubled woman resorting to theft from Mani,
a reserved figure who had extended a helping hand by offering
her a ride. Besides a contentious scene about the quality of a
poem, there is a trace of Shahrzad’s poetic chaos in the film
and a reflection of her experience with dancing. In her poetry,



we can always see differences and shifts between the poems
and within each of her poems. This is because she seemed to be
improvising in a way she improvised her dances. And when she
danced, there was no choreography or predetermined structure
that she adhered to. In fact, historically, dance in Iran, espe-
cially non-classical dance, did not have much organized and
codified methodology, and only in recent decades, particularly
in the diaspora communities, have we witnessed burgeoning
compilations. Therefore, Shahrzad consciously or unconscious-
ly used the same dance improvisation as the basis of her poetic
constructs, and for this reason, we cannot find much fluidity
and fluency in her poetic style but plenty of ambiguity and
irregularity. We cannot predict the subject of the next stanza
and its form, but at the same time, unlike her dance, her poetry
is veiled, which adds to the difficulty of reading. Of what can
be understood about Maryam and Mani, all this unruliness is
present in the different parts and scenes of the movie. What an
allegory of the uncertainties that defined the last year of the
otherwise stable Pahlavi era!
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Figure 5: A still from Maryam and Mani (1978). Kubra Sa‘1di, Accessed via https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=0f4NVIl7plg
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The prevalence of a Marxist/Islamic revolutionary discourse,
emphasizing mass mobilization against the monarchy and
Western liberalism, effectively constrained the emergence of a
poetic film genre so natural for a nation obsessed with proso-
dy. This hindered the development of a progressive exploration
of femininity in literature and cinema. Farrukhzad received ac-
claim primarily for her later works, particularly her social po-
ems, before being killed in a car accident in February 1967 at
the age of 32. Shahrzad faced social ostracization due to her
performance of half-nude dancing in movies and cabarets, and
she was imprisoned after the 1979 Revolution for participating
in a rally against the mandatory veiling decree. Additionally, a
lack of interest, investment, and technological resources further
impeded a thorough and imaginative examination of the abun-
dant classical Persian poetry repertoire.

The Post-revolutionary Rise of Feminist Cinema and a Cin-
ematic Poesy

The 1979 Revolution gradually changed the agenda for oppo-
sitional intellectuals in literature, arts, and cinema, shifting the
target of their criticism away from modernity and the West. It
also brought a shift in the world of cinema, altering its prior-
ities and possibilities, leading to the disappearance of dance
and, more broadly, representations of the female body from the
big screen. Dance has held a significant historical presence in
Iran, dating back to the fifth and sixth millennium BCE and in
the last century, the artform was often intertwined with popular
movies and television shows. Despite the repressive and sexist
stance of the Islamic government, which resulted in the banning
of dance in cinema and public spaces, the art form has persisted
within society, thriving in clandestine dance schools and private
settings. Even the suppression of dance by arresting dancers
and instructors (such as Muhammad Khurdadiyan, who on his
2002 visit to Iran was arrested, interrogated, and tried), has not
deterred its growth. People continue to dance in unconventional
spaces—streets, picnic areas, and roads—while being vigilant



and dispersing when confronted by the Guidance Patrol Forces.
Men have adapted some of women’s dance styles, some draw-
ing inspiration from Khordadian, aligning them more closely
with the restrictions on women’s bodies. However, this ancient
Iranian art remains absent from post-revolutionary cinematic
representations, save for occasional metaphorical depictions,
such as symbolizing emotions and desires through the interac-
tion of birds, flowers, or shadows. Occasionally, the absence
of physical dance is compensated for by poetic verses that cap-
ture the essence of dance or simply by the movements of hands
which is highly reductive. The cinematic realm, therefore, lacks
the vibrant richness and narrative potential that dance could, in
combination with lyrics, offer, and can only bring to the fore the
rhythm of the words.

The absence of the body is also occasionally offset by the prom-
inence of poetic expression, serving as a means to resist com-
plete control by state ideology. Through the veiling code and
other restrictions on social interactions, the Islamic regime in
power in Iran tried to control every aspect of social behavior, es-
pecially women’s social and even private conduct. They banned
the showing of the female body and hair, female singing, in
life and on screen. Most new filming guidelines were designed
to restrict female participation, particularly as a character with
control over her body. Islamic Republic dress codes require
women to cover their hair in public places (and the screen is
considered a public space), and while in the presence of a man
who is not related by marriage or blood. Women are required
to wear loose-fitting outer garments to cover their curves. The
word veil thus signifies more than the veil as a head covering
(hijab). It suggests that women’s bodies and voices are also the
subjects of ideological control and that women’s social conduct
and even eye contact must be regulated in their relations with
men. And such regulations even apply to the fictional world
of films. This often results in the production of very artificial
scenes where, for instance, a woman must wear the same outfit
and a veil even in bed. Film directors must remember that the

12



STjarah-nishin-ha (The Lodg-
ers, 1987), Hamiin (1990),
Bant (The Lady, 1991), Sara
(1993), Pari (1995), Layla
(1996), Mihman-i Maman
(Mum’s Guest, 2004), Santtri
(2007).
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actors who play couples are not allowed to touch each other,
get too close, or exchange words of deep intimacy. In doing so,
cinematic artists draw upon the nation’s cultural wealth, using
poetry as a tool of resistance—a device honed throughout Per-
sian civilization.

The poetic device as a means of resistance thus gained existen-
tial significance in post-revolutionary movies, particularly bur-
geoning in movies concerned with women and gender issues.
The development can be observed in the comparison between
the pre- and post-revolutionary works of Darytish Mihrjii’i. Be-
fore the revolution, he made a few political and psychological
films, including Gav (The Cow, 1969), the underlying perspec-
tive of which no doubt was rooted in Marxist class and alien-
ation theory. In the post-revolutionary period, he made many
movies that focused on gender issues, featured women promi-
nently, and were concerned with culture rather than class.'> Sev-
eral of his films bear female names as titles. In Layla (1997),
the young barren Layla and her husband are going through dif-
ficult times trying to get pregnant. Their lives are turned upside
down when the man marries another woman to bear offspring.
Layla’s inner feelings, internal conflicts, and degradation are
portrayed through nothing but what can be conceptualized as
poetic pictures focusing on the mundane items in one kitchen or
the characters walking alone by a row of cypresses in the street.

Figure 6: A still from Layla (1997). Darytish Mihrji’1, Accessed via https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=FSqBPr3PF04 (01:27:47)



Two of Kiyarustami’s film titles draw inspiration from lines
of poetry. Khanah-i dist kujast (Where Is the Friend’s Home?
1987) reflects a verse from Suhrab SipihT’s poem, Siday-i pay-i
ab, “Water’s Footsteps” (1964). The film depicts a young boy,
deeply concerned about his classmate’s forgotten notebook,
embarking on a journey to find his friend in another village
and return the notebook so he can do his next day’s homework
and prevent his expulsion from school. It is also speculated
that the title may have been indirectly influenced by the short
story Chera khanum mu‘allim giryah kard? (Why Ms. Teacher
Cried?), by B. Tajvar.

Another film, Bad ma ra khvahad burd (The Wind Will Carry
Us, 1999), drives its title from a line in Furtigh Farrukhzad’s
poem by the same title. This cinematic work incorporates visual
elements and symbols reminiscent of the poem’s themes. The
narrative follows a group of individuals posing as engineers
who travel to a village for various reasons. The film explores
cultural disparities between urban and rural life, as well as the
dynamics in the interactions between men and women, featur-
ing impressively strong female characters.

Although the films do not explicitly recite the poems, actions
and images are skillfully intertwined to create an atmosphere
that resonates with and echoes the sentiments of the contem-
porary Persian literary portrayals. In Kiyarustami’s movies,
the protagonists’ attitudes also evoke the essence of classical
literature. All these brief examples indicate that poesy, poetic
pictures, and poignant humor all help to focus on women’s con-
cerns, particularly the devastating effect of state condoned (yet
unpopular) polygamy forced upon the movie’s heroine.

14
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Figure 7: A still from Bad ma ra khvahad burd (The Wind Will Carry Us, 1999). “Abbas Kiyarustami,
Accessedviahttps://www.aparat.com/v/c573117(00:00:05)

Another example of a movie that focuses on the condition
of women under the Islamic regime, is Shukaran (Hemlock,
2000), by Bihriiz Afkhami, a movie about a high-level manag-
er’s affair with a nurse, ending in a tragedy. In this film, like in
Layla, pictorial melodies help portray feelings, love, and even
some aspects of sexuality that cannot be depicted straightfor-
wardly. In such movies, the characters use mild body language
that is suggestive and completes the task of conveying a sense
of a sexual relationship without contact or words. The direc-
tors employ symbolic language to convey physical intimacy.
Instances include the overlapping of characters’ shadows, at-
tire, or dialogue, serving as subtle cues for physical intimacy.
Additionally, the camera strategically zooms in and freezes on
the bedroom door without crossing the threshold, encouraging
viewers to let their imaginations roam freely.



!For a discussion of this

topic and more examples of
the treatment of hijab in the
movies, see Norma Claire
Moruzzi, “Women’s Space/
Cinema Space: Representations
of Public and Private in Iranian
Films,” Middle East Report,
No. 212 (Autumn, 1999):
52-55.

Figure 8: A still from Shukaran (Hemlock, 2000). Bihriz Afkhami, Accessed via https:/www.you-
tube.com/watch?v=VxGqzmlIF4Jk (00:31:04)

In other cases, the protagonist’s emotions are expressed through
highly metaphorical or symbolic dialogue. For example, actors
use suggestive language to discuss something related to their
faith, items, or personal situations, avoiding directly hinting at
their lover. Boutique (2003), which portrays the problematic re-
lationship between a bored boutique worker and a defiant and
charming young student, provides such a technique. The young
female character, played by Gulshiftah Farahani, shows much
excitement about her male friend’s car and sunglasses, which,
under any ordinary situation, away from the camera or watch-
ing eyes, would have been expressed about aspects of the male
character himself.'® In reality, the brand of that car is indeed
highly despised.

SantiirT (The Music Man, 2007), another film by Mihrji’1, por-
trays the clashes between modernity and outdated, yet persist-
ing, religious norms. While much of the film is about a musician
and music, replete with meaningful and pertinent lyrics, it at-
tempts to convey the female predicament and intimacy through
innovative, clever techniques. In a car ride scene, the female
and male characters suggestively touch each other’s clothes. In
another scene, the woman asks a Mullah who is marrying them
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to kiss the groom for her, a statement that may not make much
sense in the context of the film but becomes a social statement
outside the cinematic text about the illegality of public display
of intimacy.

Figure 9: A still from SanttirT (The Music Man, 2007). Darytish Mihrja’1, Accessed via https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=3fvOUJFe2cY (00:45:40)

The newest generation of female film directors have become
more preoccupied with poetry while particularly focusing on
the presentation of the female. Women must, of course, abide
by a few more codes of conduct in the production of their films,
on or off screen, but they have found lyrical ways to address
some sexual, social, and cultural issues, albeit subtly and not so
suggestively.

Poetic subtlety in articulating desire and sensual love has a sig-
nificant legacy in classical Persian poetry. For example, one
might mention the long narrative romances of the twelfth-cen-
tury Persian poet Nizam1 Ganjavi. In works such as Haft Paykar
(The Seven Beauties) and Khusraw va Shirm (The Tale of King
Khosrow and Queen Shirin), NizamT portrays love and intimate
moments with such finesse that certain sections of these nar-
ratives might be deemed a “book of lust.” Despite the explicit
nature of these themes, Nizami’s narrative finesse managed to



navigate through the centuries without inciting many objections ""See Talattof, Nezami Ganjavi
y

and Classical Persian Poetry

from religious leaders. All these leaders and the religious and (London, New York: Palgrave
literary critics, who, for centuries, have assumed a self-appoint- ~ Macmillan, 2022).
ed authority over linguistic “purity” in the Persianate world,
remained unperturbed by the artful expressions of Nizami’s po-
etic sensibility by reading them as mystical expressions of love

for god or deity."’

Nizam1’s work, a testament to the romance genre, has been a
world apart from cinematic adaptations of such literary works.
When subjected to the pressures of the screen and censor, these
adaptations raise the question of whether they can maintain the
essence of their genre and the discourse of modernity that has
supported it. This phenomenon was particularly evident in the
pre-revolutionary Filmfarsi genre (see figure 3), where sex was
often portrayed merely as a tool for asserting masculinity, which
had been threatened by the King’s forward-looking reforms and
state feminism. There, cinema succumbed to the dark force of
the past. The music, songs, and dances were, however, highly
entertaining, some mediocre and some phenomenal. Under-
standing the highly complex Filmfarsi genre helps explain the
lack of a strong poetic cinema, the use of poetry in film, and
the absence of the modern approach to sex and eroticism in the
pre-revolutionary cinema.
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5Mehrangiz Kar, “Mujizah-i
Takhdir-i Afkar.” Firdawst
Magazine 25, no. 1130 (24
Shahrivar): 14-15. The author
was very determined to work
on women’s issues after the
revolution and before she was
harassed by the Islamic regime
and forced into exile.

“For more discussion of this
film genre and pre-revolu-
tionary female dancers see
Talatoff, Modernity, Sexuality,

and Ideology in Iran (Syracuse:

Syracuse University Press,
2011).
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Figure 10: Poster for the film Pidar ki na-khalaf uftad (1972).

Popular journals used the photos, stories, and scandals related
to these films to sell more copies but did not address the an-
ti-modern messages of these films; instead, they indirectly and
falsely condemned the Shah and the West for “spreading” these
films. One of the many articles in the influential and intellectual
Firdawst Magazine entitled “The Miracle of Narcotizing Peo-
ple’s Thoughts through Pictures is the Most Traitorous Activity
Going On.”"® The author laments that many new female stars
emulate Mahvash, who was one of the first Iranian women to
dance and sing in cabarets and in the movies."” He refers to
this emulation as Mahvash-zadigl (a phenomenon also termed
“struck by Mahvash” or “Mahvashism,” implicates other artists,
such as Shah-par, Afat, and even Shahrzad). But while Mah-



vash used her style of dancing and singing trivial, funny folk
songs to create excitement and try to engage the audience in the
singing, these new female stars pretend to be intellectual and
interested in philosophy. The problem, the article explains, is
that they really are just used to increase the profit of investors in
show business. These corrupt Mahvashes, the article maintains,
prevent a serious rapprochement of questions about women’s
problems. Although the author does not explain those problems,
the article finally gets to the point:

We are different from the U.S. society where people do not for-
get their social responsibilities and daily work when they see
the naked body of Raquel Welch. Here in Iran, men will go
nuts when seeing such nudity. They go nuts seeing a woman’s
accidental winks. Seeing naked bodies, they become mentally
unstable, and psychologically ill. As a result, men who are sex-
ually deprived are living with a psychological crisis and women
who are delirious about freedom are living with different psy-
chological complexes. All this will result in crimes, murders,
and possibly even honor killings. 2

There is one truth in this analysis about the effect of such mov-
ies on deprived men, but the solution the article offers was part
of the discourse that led to the rise of the 1976-79 revolutionary
movement that replaced the king’s secular rule with the guard-
ianship of the Islamic jurist. Moreover, the article looks at sex-
uality only from the male point of view; there is no discussion
of what movie actresses and singers faced in their jobs as en-
tertainers, and there is no reference to the documented effect
of these movies on women or on their families. In fact, these
popular journals avoided any serious discussion of women’s
issues and hardly translated or published any serious articles
related to universal women’s movements. They never addressed
the fundamental question of whether Iran should try to be like a
Western society where men no longer go “crazy” upon catching
a glimpse of a woman’s body. It never occurred to those intel-
lectuals that the millennium-old Persian poetry had illustrated

See Talatoff, Modernity,
Sexuality, and Ideology in
Iran, 85.
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2For the definition and dis-
cussion of “Nezami’s Pictorial
Allegory” see Talattof, Nezami
Ganjavi and Classical Persian
Poetry (London, New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2022).

2Langford, Allegory in Iranian

Cinema (London: Bloomsbury
Publishing, 2019).
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sex and eroticism in realistic and allegorical forms. Nizam1’s
“pictorial allegories” of love and sexuality would have been
perfect to feature even more eroticism and sexuality on screen
without fearing that Iran is “different” from US society.?! Mi-
chelle Langford reveals that many Iranian filmmakers have,
historically, discovered allegorical methods to address forbid-
den topics and issues in their films, employing allegory as a
purpose beyond merely circumventing censorship rules. The
author demonstrates that his practice draws inspiration from the
rich history of allegorical expression in Persian poetry and the
arts, establishing itself as a fundamental aspect of the poetics of
Iranian cinema.? It should be added that the grossly exagger-
ated pre-revolutionary censorship mostly targeted the baseless
social criticism that sought to prompt a socialist revolution. Us-
ing allegory to portray love and sexuality would not have been
censored, as exemplified in the rare Birahnah ta zuhr ba sur‘at
(Speeding Naked till High Noon, 1975), which, despite its high-
ly Western orientation, can bring some of the tales of Nizami’s
Haft Paykar (The Seven Beauties) to mind.
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Figure 11: Poster for the film Birahnah ta zuhr ba sur‘at (Speeding Naked till High Noon, 1976).



Khatereh Sheibani aptly clarifies how the process evolved when
she writes, “The poetic cinema that emerged in the pre-revo-
lutionary period became the main artistic form of expression
after the revolution. Post-revolutionary Iranian cinema, as rep-
resented in Bahram Bayzai’s and Abbas Kiarostami’s films, has
drawn on long-established themes in Persian literature and the
performing arts.”? How has the poetic approach influenced the
portrayal of women and women’s issues under a misogynistic
state ideology?

New Post-revolutionary Poetic Expression by Iranian Wom-
en Filmmakers

To begin, in the post-revolutionary era, a boutique, a brand-new
car, the booming resonance of music from a sound system, or
well-designed train stations are not simply portrayed as symbols
of modernity. Instead, they further serve as the locale where
tensions over gender and sexuality may either intensify or dis-
sipate. Today, because Iranian films are not able to show flesh
and dancing, they do depict, rather more seriously, the subjects
of sexuality, gender roles, and women’s place in contemporary
society—sometimes as bleak and sometimes hopeful, reflecting
the way that these tensions run through the social fabric itself. A
significant part of this new cinematic interest in gender issues is
rooted in and assisted not only by the rise of feminist discourse
but also the late 1980s interest in poetic and allegorical depic-
tions in cinema.*

Granaz Musav1’s award-winning Tihran-i man haraj (My Teh-
ran for Sale, 2009) is a powerful portrayal of the struggles of a
modern woman in Iran’s contemporary political climate. The
movie is also groundbreaking in its portrayal of sexuality in the
post-revolutionary period. Before directing this movie, Musavi
was already an established poet.”® Her film, a blend of cinema,
poetry, and feminist ideas, challenges traditional restrictions in
Iranian society and the cinema industry. The story, told through
a collection of mini episodes, a combination of collages, and

23. Sheibani, The Poetics of
Iranian Cinema (London: I.B.
Tauris, 2011).

24. As has been the case

with literary movements,
cinematic communities have
also always shaped the way
their consumers interpret their
cinema products. The dominant
mode of film reception in Iran
has also changed every time
anew movement or a new
mode of expression appears.
Each movement encourages
its own way of reception. The
elements that constitute this
discursive relationship between
the filmmakers and their
audience include cinematic
techniques, sarcastic language,
symbolism, and metaphor, all
being worked into the context
of the relationship between the
regime’s dominant ideological
discourse, censorship, and the
country’s desire for change,
progress, and simple func-
tionality. By encouraging an
understanding of the nuances
of the plots, filmmakers also
promote a subjective reception.
Through all this, they shape
the viewers’ tastes and teach
them to place the importance
of political or sexual meaning
over any symbolic, cinematic,
entertaining scene. The
response to a successful movie
is sometimes long lines at the
box office, praise and positive
reviews in cinematic weblogs,
or the banning and punishment
of the filmmakers.

25. Granaz Miusavi’s My Teh-
ran for Sale best represents the
connection between cinema,
poetry, and feminism. Masavi
is considered a filmmaker and
an avant-garde poet with a few
published collections, includ-
ing the noticeable Sketching on
Night. Her My Tehran for Sale,
banned for a while after being
screened, is interconnected
with poetry in several ways. In
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2015, she published a bilingual a nonlinear poetic narrative, portrays people who are different

(Persian and French) poetry . . ) o

collection entitled Les rescapés and cannot find their place. The film is a bit creative in story-

dela patience. telling and quite Western in its cinematic techniques, yet deeply
Iranian in the type of tensions it builds nonstop. To make this
movie, Miisavi and some of her friends from her original coun-
try, Iran, and her new home, Australia, collaborated to tell an
empathetic and intensely personal story familiar to middle-class
Iranian intellectuals. Marziyah, played by Marziyah Vafamihr,
is a tough woman who nevertheless seems unable to resolve the
contradictions between her lifestyle and her family; between
her love for theatrical performance and the cultural restrictions
on performance; between leaving the country for Australia and
staying in Iran. The more she tries, the more she stumbles into
predicaments. It has been criticized for being low budget, hav-
ing fractured scenes, uneven editing, and for being vulgar and
anti-religious establishment; however, one can see these flaws
as representative of an underground culture that no perfect cam-
era can see. Moreover, the reviews missed the most impressive
aspects of the movie: its daring portrayal of couples in bed or
kissing in public, perhaps the features that caused its ban, and
its actress’s arrest. And no matter what, this movie is an excel-
lent example of how poetry and pictures interact. It is worth
examining in detail the diverse ways this has been done.

Poetry and Pictures in My Tehran for Sale: Names, Recit-
ing, and Signing Poetry

Marziyah meets a young man named Saman at an underground
party held in a stable. When security forces attack the gather-
ing, Marziyah and Saman, who are alone in a separate area of
the stable, manage to escape the chaos. Marziyah shows Tehran
to her friend, starting with the outside of the cemetery where
several poets are buried. The scene above where Marziyah re-
cites/sings a couple of lines of a song by Qamar in honor of Iraj
Mirza refers to a more historical connection between perfor-

mance and poetry, past and present.
Cinema Iranica
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Furthermore, a poet, played by the poet/director Misavt herself,
reads her work in two other scenes, depicted to evoke a sense
of a leftist gathering. This is strange given the fallacies that left-
ist and Marxist discourse promoted prior to the Revolution and
the contrast they exhibit with the struggle for modernity in this
movie. The verses from the first scene explicitly reference the
story of the film, particularly the story of Marziyah (played by
Marziyah Vafamihr featuring a young female actress whose the-
atre work is banned and she is forced to lead a secret life), con-
veying a sense of crashed, forbidden eroticism. The poet/actress
sits behind a small table in a small room surrounded by several
men and women sinking in sofas around her, some smoking,
some drinking, and others languorous. She reads,
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Yeah, search my purse

2As recited in the movie

My Tehran for Sale (2009),
Director: Granaz Misavi, 60.
The poem is translated by the

author of this article.
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But for what?

My lament, which has heard you constantly yelling ‘halt.’
is hidden in the depths of my pocket.
Leave me alone!

Frankly, I sleep with the raspberry bushes
And I will not be outstared.

Why do you always target a woman who
has not done anything but give up the walls
or attaching a heart to her clothes?

There is nothing in my suitcase except

My hair who has not committed a sin.

Leave me alone!

Figure 12: The female poet sitting at a small table in a small room, reading poetry. Tihran-i man haraj
(My Tehran for Sale, 2009). Granaz Miisavi, Accessed via https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zM-
ObzfePaA4 (00:42:37)



This portrayal of the harrowing consequences of the regime’s My Tehran for Sale (2009).
. . . . . Director: Granaz Misavi,

oppression of women is executed poetically, captivating not timeline starts at 1:05:28 with:

only the characters within the scene but also resonating power- S e et e

fully through the lens of the camera. In this mixed militant-he-

donistic performance, a symbolic allegory unfolds as the female

narrator ambiguously places her (innocent) strands of hair, that

are supposed to be under the hijab, into a suitcase, another con-

finement. The lines of the poem gradually refer to the signif-

icance of a broader emotional spectrum where the evocative

act of sleeping with a “raspberry bush” serves as a reminder of

concealed erotic undertones reminiscent of some of the poet’s

other verses.

Granaz Misavi (who acts in and directs the movie), has pub-
lished a few books of poetry, including a French-Persian bi-
lingual collection. As you can see, the poem is as daring as the
movie itself. In another scene, one can hear a performance of
Farrukhzad’s “My whole being is a dark verse.”” This scene
can perhaps explain the poem’s enduring relevance as it reflects
women’s current condition more than the progressive condition
of the 1960s.

One more example is a poem recitation that starts when
Marziyah rides in the back of a truck out of the country clan-
destinely and with the help of smugglers. There is a flashback to
when she was with her friend wandering in the Tehran foothills,
and together singing a poem by Hafiz (a 14th century Persian
poet).
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%See, “Ila ay aht-yi vahsh” in
Hafiz, Divan (Tehran, Zavar,
Sina, 1941), 354

»Feb. 3,2013 (9:21 PM) “Wild
Deer” by Hafiz, Seawrack’s
Song at: https://momentoftime.
wordpress.com/2013/02/03/
wild-deer-hafez/

*My Tehran for Sale (2009),
Director: Granaz Misavi,
quoting from Mulana, Divan-i
Shams (Tehran: Amir Kabir,
1997), no. 850, and rendered
by the author of this article.
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O Wild Deer, where are you today?
So much like each other, we have come all this way.
Lonely and wandering, we two cannot last;
we are both prey stalked by our future and past.
So let us into one another inquire
and discover therein our deepest desire.
Why cannot these depths of our wild desert land
offer safety and joy sometimes in its sand?%

The recitation of Hafiz’s lines is followed by the sound of the call to prayers
coming from down below and a few of Marzlyah’s primal screams. The poetic
quality of the sequences, the dialogues, and the scenes is so well established that
the plot indeed evokes other Perian poems. Two lines from Rumi (13th century

Persian poet) read,
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In a house filled with wine and intoxication, the drunks arrived
anew,



The entrapped madmen broke free from their chains.
The souls of the intoxicated, the hearts of the lovers,

Suddenly broke the cage and flew like birds.

Figure 13: Marziyah and her friend murmuring Hafiz’s poetry in the foothills of Tehran. Tihran-i
man haraj (My Tehran for Sale, 2009). Granaz Musavi, Accessed via https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=zMO0bzfePaA4 (01:26:33)

The poem is recited in a new setting but is nevertheless remi-
niscent of an earlier scene in which the poet shared her verses
with her seemingly intoxicated, revolutionary-looking com-
panions. The last line is an allegory of the protagonist’s escape
from her besieged nation, the “cage.” Because of the universal-
ity of its message, contemporary Persian singers have used it
for the lyrics of their songs. The poem conveys an unattainable
desire for liberation and freedom from constraints. The imagery
of a house filled with wine and intoxication, similar to some of
the scenes portrayed in the movie, suggests a setting of revelry
against abandonment and inhibitions. The arrival of new drunks
and the liberation of entrapped madmen symbolize a release,
or desire for release, from societal or personal restrictions. The
intoxicated bodies and the hearts of lovers break free like birds
from a cage. However, in this story, the women’s emancipation
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*'My Tehran for Sale (2009), feels elusive and unlikely, making the scream inevitable.

Director: Granaz Misavi, refer-
ring to Sa“d1 Shirazi’s Ghazal

no. 559 (hitps://ganjoor.net), The poems used for My Tehran for Sale become even more spe-
and rendered by the author of . . . Rk _ s
this article. cific to the story. At a certain point during Marziyah’s truck

ride, a melancholic murmur echoes two lyric lines from the
13th-century Persian poet Sa“di Shirazi. This poetic moment,
however, overlaps with a flashback scene in which her mother
appears unable to communicate with her. She is apparently bur-
dened by the perception that Marziyah has become a disgrace to
her father because of her open sexuality
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O you, the wealth of antidotes,
Come to the desperate, jaded ones.
You have the remedy, but you leave us wounded
We need another lifetime after our death

We need another lifetime after our death
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Because we lived this life
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Because we lived this life
Wistfully, wistfully
Wistfully, wistfully

This poem, inspired by Sa“di Shirazi’s poetry, conveys a sense
of disappointment and frustration with life. It suggests that while
life offers remedies for human suffering, it fails to provide one
for the speaker, highlighting the stark contrast between the gen-
eral and abstract, and the specific and personal. The repetition
of the lines “We need another lifetime after our death” suggests
the lack of a second chance in this life. The repetition of “Be-
cause we lived this life”” and “wistfully” emphasizes the impact
of unfulfilled desires and aspirations in current existence. The
overall tone appears melancholic and reflective and combined
with the sadness in the vocal performance, conveys a sentiment
of unmet expectations and the vain desire for a chance at a more
fulfilling “life” after this life. The flashback scene conveys the
message that even her loved ones cannot be of any support. Per-
haps in the next life, she will not be a “disgrace.” The melan-
cholic murmur of those few lines in the scene during a truck
ride succinctly describes a poignant moment in Marziyah’s life,
where pondering the painful past and bleak future leads to de-
spair and regrets.

Songs and Music

In fact, vocal performances and musical tones within film en-
hance the meaning of disappointment, relationships, and at times
utter despair in regard to social issues. Songs in these films are
generally based on recognizable poetry and aim to describe the
mood and the action. It is possible that both the music and the
lyrics are radical in form and content, as has been the case most
recently with the underground mélange of rock, blues, and tra-
ditional Persian music, using new or classical poetry. Of note is
the song sung by Babak Mirzakhani starting with the line
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2The lyrics of the song by
Babak Mirzakhani Music
Group. “Emshab” [Tonight] —
Babak Mirzakhani, Cassandra
Wilson on SoundCloud,
https://soundcloud.com/
roozname-sobh/emshab_bab-
ak mirzakhani

33Talattof, “Personal Rebellion
and Social Revolt in the Works
of Forugh Farrokhzad: Chal-
lenging the Assumptions.”
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Pl jlin o B s |y (Slag 8 odis oS 5 el “(Tonight, a woman
who saw a stranger’s smile stayed awake till morning).*?

Signs and Poetry

Other scenes in My Tehran for Sale, even those portraying lo-
cations outside Iran are also replete with other poetic significa-
tions. When Marziyah is in a refugee camp in Australia await-
ing the hearing for her asylum case, she is depicted in her bed
reading the translation of a collection of poetry by Sylvia Plath.
Before her departure for Australia, Marziyah liquidates her fur-
niture and other possessions to fund the smuggler who facili-
tated her exit from Iran. While she chooses to gift two Persian
poetry books to a friend, the circumstances surrounding her de-
cision to bring Sylvia Plath’s work to the camp in Adelaide re-
main unclear. The scene might remind viewers of Sylvia Plath’s
poetic exploration of psychological and emotional struggles,
the intense and raw expression of personal experiences, includ-
ing themes of mental illness, identity, death, and the complex-
ities of relationships. Furthermore, both the movie and Plath’s
poems reflect a profound sense of despair but also reveal a keen
intellect and a powerful, confessional, autobiographical voice.

Moreover, in an earlier scene, Marziyah is sitting on a staircase,
very depressed (see figure 4). Near her, a portrait of Furtigh
Farrukhzad is hanging against a colorful but faded wall and in
front of her, six rows of staircase railing stand prominently. The
picture, taken by Nasir Taqva’i, was published in the 1960s in
a journal called Hunar va Adabiyat-i Juntb (Arts and Literature
of the South), edited by Mansiir Khaksar, and it is telling that
it shows up in this film. In the background, we hear a song by
the underground group of Babak Mirzakhani. Farrukhzad’s po-
ems (and more so her prose writings) are also autobiographical,
portraying a young, idealist, aspiring, hopeful person seeking
seemingly unattainable happiness. She too had to maneuver be-
tween strong family traditions regarding marriage and her de-
sire to be a free woman in charge of her own destiny.*



Figure 14: Marziyah sitting on a staircase next to a photo of Furligh Farrukhzad. Tihran-i man haraj
(My Tehran for Sale, 2009). Granaz Misavi, Accessed via https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zM-
ObzfePaA4

Finally, even the movie trailer features mostly scenes replete
with poetry or singing, further enforcing the existence of the
connections between the genres rather uniquely but also signal-
ing to the critic that this quality sells. In it, there is no attempt
to persuade consumers that the movie offers action, drama, or a
captivating love story.

But why does a movie that features underground art scenes and
communities of Tehran, that focuses on the life and predicaments
of a young actress who has been banned from performing in the-
ater, infected with HIV, rejected by her family, and abandoned
by her boyfriend have to be so closely connected to poetry? Why
can a highly modern woman’s struggle to remain relevant in her
pursuit of her passion in a context conducive to her lifestyle be
considered a poetic subject? The answer is that leading a secret
lifestyle under a religious state is not only a social dilemma but
also deadly. Even talking about her constant difficulty with de-
cision making in a strange moment in the contemporary history
of Iran and with her identity is dangerous and can only be done
through the powerful ambiguity of Persian poetry.

Marziyah'’s story, like many others, has not been easy to feature.
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*Marziyah Vafamihr, a

key figure in this analysis,
co-presented a Zoom seminar
with the author of this article
at the University of Arizona

in 2021. In the subsequent
correspondence, her insights
shed light on the personal as-
pects of this film. Conservative
journals heavily criticized the
film as another example of
underground movies aimed at
undermining the foundation

of the Islamic Republic. For
instance, it was the subject of
intense scrutiny in “STnima-

yi Zirzamini: Chiib-i Haraj-i
Rushanfikran bar Tran, Mazhab
va Sunnat,” [Underground
Cinema: Iranian Intellectuals’
Auctioning Iran, Religion, and
Tradition], Mashriq, March 21,
2011, C 40525. These attacks
contributed to the eventual
arrest and imprisonment of
Vafamihr.
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There are many more that have yet to be written. These are con-
temporary tragedies about unfulfilled dreams, shattered hope,
detention, torture, and death. They are stories of suffocation that
leave no breath for their narrators to tell them. Only metaphori-
cal constructs, allegorical ambiguity, and symbolic signification
can narrate them and portray their heroic resistance. Restric-
tions on freedom of expression paradoxically contribute to how
the plots are treated implicitly, mythically, and poetically.

Thus, Marziyah Vafamihr was praised by film critics, con-
demned by conservative journals, and imprisoned by the Islamic
Republic for her role in My Tehran for Sale. The attacks became
more personal because many of the incidents, experiences, and
particularly poems in the film reflect the real-life experiences
of Vafamihr and Miisav1. It was no coincidence that the fiction-
al character’s name was Marziyah. Marziyah, in the film, and
Marziyah, the actor in her teenage years, share many traits: they
are both unruly, art students, actresses, secular, and ambitious.
They both went to the nearby mountains to shout at the dark-
ness of the city below them. Marziyah, the film character, also
reflects some of MisavT’s traits: love of poetry, desire to run
away, to migrate, and familiarity with the lives of refugees.**

Poetics of Vafamihr’s Films

More and more filmmakers, including those from younger gen-
erations, delve into a poetic tradition spanning over a millen-
nium to illuminate the origins of pain or suggest remedies for
the constraints and repression that give rise to such pain. This
breathes new life into Iranian cinema whenever it appears con-
strained and undermined by the ruling elite.

The lead actress of My Tehran for Sale (2009), Marziyah
Vafamihr, has contributed to the poetic development of films
by writing and directing. Her film Bad, Dah-salah (Wind, Ten-
Year-Old, 2006) exemplifies Iranian poetic pictures in its sense
of elusiveness and urgency. In this short film, she ponders the



roots of some psychological programs conducted during the
1980s war that were seen as affecting young elementary stu-
dents. Wind, Ten-Year-Old might even be perceived as an at-
tempt at Fellini’s style or reminiscent of the 1978 documentary
Le Vent des Amoureux by Albert Lamorisse.

Because the movie is unavailable for public viewing, its analy-
sis here will only include comments on its pertinence to the sub-
ject at hand. By featuring a day in the life of a 10-year-old girl,
the film emphasizes the Iran-Iraq war, its effects on children’s
lives, and how the related cultural propaganda installed turmoil,
fear, and doubt in the minds of a generation.

Like many Iranian films made about children, it entails com-
plexity and nested layers of meaning. Each scene consists of
metaphors and allusions with double meanings (if not more).
Directing and managing a children’s play is admirable and ten-
der. It is no doubt challenging to portray war and trauma in po-
etic cinematic language. The film opens with a female teacher
telling her female students, in an authoritative voice, to place
their books on their desks. A student immediately shouts, “The
heater is on fire,” prompting everyone to run away from what
seems to be a large corner kerosene heater and evacuate the
small classroom, i.e., everyone except for a defiant young girl
who, for a while, continues to stare at a point in front of her.
This sets up an allegory for the rest of the film which is about
the Iran-Iraq war (1980-1988) focusing on how children wit-
nessed violence and chaos and how they coped or did not cope
with it.

The soundtrack features religious chanting and the voice of
Ruhollah Khomeini, the leader of the Revolution, evoking sad
memories and fear. In one scene, an older man watches an old
Soviet war movie. Soon, the defiant student is cast as the lead fe-
male actress of that movie skipping in her neighborhood street.
Another scene shows an older woman working on her sewing
machine in a Basij (paramilitary) Troop Station. She has some
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direct, disheartening words, but her utterance is soon eclipsed
by the heartbreaking complexity of the background, where the
sewing machine sounds and feels like a gigantic machine, a
tank. The sound of the wheels no longer feels like the soothing
whisper that used to come from the mother’s five-door room
into the courtyard: its sound now pierces the ear and challenges
consciousness. If you watch the scenes closely, you might re-
member Furiigh Farrukhzad’s lines,
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Dear stars,
Dear Paper Stars,
How can we take shelter in the verses of disgraced prophets?
When lies blow like a wind in the skies?

In the end, the film connects viewers so very honestly with their
recent historical experience, using memory, nostalgia, and a
choice to create a eulogy for the lost logical stability of time
and space, which could not be best defined in an ordinary prose
dialogue. The film appears to be divided into several stanzas,
each tasked with conveying one aspect of the impact of war
and its leaders’ praises of the war on the minds and bodies of
young girls. Similar to My Tehran for Sale, the short film Wind,
Ten-Year-Old reflects the filmmaker’s childhood experiences.
Vafamihr grew up during the war, and when she was ten, she
aspired to fight on the front lines. Before facing harassment
from the “pious” professors at the university, she endured the



pressure of indoctrination, which had become a policy in the
students’ education under the Islamic Republic.

Conclusion

The genre of poetic cinema in Iran is established, and a field of
study that can be named Iranian poetic cinema studies is in the
making. In her book, The Poetics of Iranian Cinema: Aesthet-
ics, Modernity, and Film after the Revolution, Khatereh Sheiba-
ni believes that Iranian film has replaced Persian poetry as the
dominant form of cultural expression in that country.’ Even if
one doubts that such a significant replacement is possible, the
fact is that Persian films are the second most important cultural
exports in the recent era. In Allegory in Iranian Cinema: The
Aesthetics of Poetry and Resistance, Michelle Langford sees
trauma as a formative factor in both Iranian poetry and Iranian
cinema.’’ Similarly, in her dissertation, Poetic Cinema: Trau-
ma and Memory in Iranian Films, Proshot Kalami ponders the
problematics of the representation of the reality of those who
have been victimized and traumatized in the post-revolutionary
period.?® Such social, generational, and severe trauma might in-
deed be better detailed and portrayed in film or in novels than in
poetry. While none of these works have focused on My Tehran
for Sale, in 2011, two years after screening her movie, Granaz
Misavi, the director, completed a doctoral dissertation entitled
My Tehran for Sale: A Reflection on the Aesthetics of Iranian
Poetic Cinema.* Tt explores the relationship between Persian
poetry and “the internationally celebrated and inspiring Iranian
art-house cinema; and an experimentation of applying such po-
etic aesthetics in My Tehran for Sale as a reflection on a native
poetics.”*

Moreover, the movie Vaqt-i Jigh-i Anar (When Pomegranates
Howl, 2020), written and directed by Granaz Musavt and pro-
duced by Marziyah Vafamihr, renders another wartime story
and it uses numerous poetic features to unfold its story. It was
selected for Tokyo’s 2021 Film Festival.

%Sheibani, The Poetics of
Iranian Cinema (London: I. B.
Tauris, 2011).
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Publishing, 2019).
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2008.
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Forget, L’univers symbolique
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Andishah Fuladvand has played in several movies and televi-
sion series and has published two collections of poetry, further
connecting the two artforms.*' Azadah Bizargiti, an actor and
documentary filmmaker, comes to cinema with profound exper-
tise in literature and literary studies.*?

Still, the rich reservoir of literary gems provided by FirdawsT,
Gurgani, and no doubt Nizam1 Ganjavt have yet to be artistical-
ly explored. Shirin by Kiyarustami was only a small step in that
direction, in portraying what this triangle love story can offer
cinematically.

With the increasing number of women and women poets enter-
ing cinematic fields, with the postrevolutionary focus on wom-
en resulting in the feminization of film, the genres of poetry and
film become more entangled with one another. Today, one can
distinguish a poetic dimension in a film, which is more rooted
in the much-revered Persian poetic tradition than in the influ-
ence of Italian Neorealism or the French New Wave, as was the
case in the pre-revolutionary Iranian New Wave cinema.

Poetry and cinema have also gained a new epistemic aspect in
the expression of gender issues. They have become more con-
cise and craftier at the concealment of personal aspiration and
pain in social uncertainty, linguistic ambiguity, gender discrimi-
nation, and the imposed, damaging duality of public and private
life. These features have also shifted the focal motifs from the
social toward the individual, to survival, and even escapism. A
similar process has occurred in cinema; it is no longer a mere
medium for entertaining the consumers or advocating for their
cause. It has become a symbolic, metaphorical tool to break the
silence and society’s chains. Thus, cinematic production and the
representation of fundamental themes regarding gender issues,
children, nature, and cultural problems using poetic styles be-
came and continues to be an influential and successful mode.



