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The Nature and Process of Film Production
Agnes Devictor

The Iranian cinematic production would not have survived the impact of the
revolution and the Iran-Iraq war had it not been for the active involvement of the
post-revolutionary regime in this field. In 1982, the government set forth a new
policy regarding national film production and established a number of state-run
institutions for film production and experimental cinema, including the Farabi
Cinema Foundation. It also instituted a subsidy program to encourage both public
and private producers. Apart from wholly state-run film production institutions,
controlled directly by the Ministry of Islamic Culture and Guidance. there are also
a number of quasi-autonomous, semi-governmental centers that must be
considered among the main producers of the Iranian films. The actual production
of nearly 60 private film production companies rarely exceeds one film per vear.

The government's involvement in the process of film production is
pervasive. The producer must obtain the approval of the authorities, in the ministry
of Islamic culture and guidance, at all stages of production, which may usually
take up to two years. The process of government control and approval begins with
the initial inception of the story line and ends with the selection of time and
location for the release and screening of the final approved version of the film.
Government subsidies, which is now mostly in the form of long-term, low- interest
loans, and its virtual monopoly over technical equipment and raw material, has
further increased government's role in the cinematic production in post-
revolutionary Iran.
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Depiction of physical attraction is banned; woman characters are required to cover
their hair and wear large outer garments to hide their female shape. Recent
restrictive codes have banned close-ups of women, make-up, and scenes of women
running that accentuate their bodies. Similarly, male characters are not allowed to
wear ties and neckties. Films are subject to control at every stage of the
production, and a harsh rating system imposed by the government effectively
determines the box-office prospects of each film. Furthermore, the government
holds a monopoly over film stock and film equipment, which further tightens ifs
erip over film production. Several Iranian films by major film makers have been
either totally banned or have some of their scenes altered. The limited number of
imported films have been subject to extensive cuts. When the wholesale removal
of a scene is not possible, portions of the actual film frames are manually blacked
out.

Ideology, Revolution and Cinema

Hormuz Key

Following the pioneers of Iran's film industry, two distinct groups of filmmakers
have played a dominant role in Iranian cinema: those who have been primarily
interested in making commercial and profitable films and those committed to
creating serious cinematic works underlining specific political or ideological
themes. In the latter group which included directors such as Bahram Beyza'i, Naser
Taqva'i, Ali Hatami, Amir Naderi, Parviz Kimiavi, one director, Mas ud Kimia'i,
stands alone. In a span of nearly two decades, from 1968 to 1978, and in a series of
socially motivated films, he brought the art of political cinema to bear upon
political struggle. Lamenting the disappearance of traditional values, and
lambasting what he saw as pervasive venality and corruption, particularly in the
urban centers and among the middle class, he used his films as vehicles for not
only depicting popular discontent but encouraging acts of defiance. In a sense. he
was perhaps the only filmmaker among his peers who had symbolically signaled
the coming of the revolution.

In the post-revolutionary period, the cinematic career of Mohsen Makhmalbaf
as screen writer and director, represents a totally different path of development. He
began his career as a committed Islamist filmmaker intent on debunking western
values and deriding their influence in Iranian society. However, in a gradual
transformation which has culminated in his latest film, Gabbeh [The Rug], he has
set aside ideological and religious themes and has instead concentrated either on
subtle criticism of the policies and practices of the Islamic regime or on depiction
of life well beyond the pale of politics and struggle.
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phase of the censorship process, due to ad hoc nature of regulations and the
arbitrary method of their application. The dwindling number of movie houses--
from 420 prior to the revolution for a population of 30 million to around 250 for
nearly 65 million people--is another indication of the contempt with which cinema
is held by the current regime.

Apart from a handful of films with soft poetic themes. the films that have
been produced in Iran glorify bloodshed and violence. Indeed. war and
martyrdom, as the ultimate expression of self-sacrifice, have been the recurrent
themes in these films. Other prevalent topics are depiction of the negative aspects
of the Pahlavi period, denunciation of the Iranian opposition groups abroad. and
vilification of the United States.

Those handful of Iranian films that have been critically acclaimed in
international festivals or praised by foreign critics neither represent the Iranian film
industry as a whole nor remotely depict the life of contemporary Iranian society.
On the contrary, they simply serve to promote the misconception that, at least in
the area of filmmaking, there is freedom of artistic expression in the Islamic
republic of Iran. It would have been far more honorable for Iranian artists and
filmmakers to have renounced their profession than to have lent their talents to the
promotion of an obvious hoax.

Film Censorship: Sharp Scissors in Blind Hands

Jamsheed Akrami

Both Film exhibition and film production in Iran have always been closely
controlled by the government. Objections against films have been voiced by
religious authorities, professional groups, and, ironically, film distributors as well.

In the pre-revolutionary period, the censorship codes were designed to
encourage political conformity, and to curb any real or perceived subversive
messages. Domestic films were subject to a multi-step examination process to
ensure their compliance with the codes; foreign film were kept in check by cutting
their objectionable scenes or changing their narratives while being dubbed. No
criticism of the royal family, Islam, the Constitution, and the armed forces was
allowed. Thus, forced io resort to symbolic communication, Iranian film makers
in the early 1970's started a unique movement combining a keen sense of political
awareness with sophisticated cinematic craftsmanship.

In an attempt to create an "Islamic cinema" free of "the imposed western
values," the current government has adopted even harsher measures of control.
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The Iranian Cinema in France
Mojdeh Famili

The French. in their customary zeal for exploring and recognizing the unique
cinematic achievements in non-European societies. have come to embrace,
perhaps more enthusiastically than other Westerners, some of the recent works of
Iranian cinematographers. Thus, a number of films directed by Abbas Kia
Rostami, Bahram Beyza'i, Ja'far Panahi and Mohsen Makhmalbaf have been
among the most acclaimed foreign films in France. Part of the reason for the
attraction may perhaps stem from the crisis of identity in the post-industrial
European societies. Separated from his traditional religious, ideological and
philosophical moorings and overwhelmed by violent and aggressive images in the
western media, the average western viewer could not but be pleasantly surprised
by the beguiling simplicity and soothing serenity of these Iranian films.

In reviewing the reasons for the relative popularity of the Iranian cinema
in France, one should not overlook the impact of economic and financial factors.
A number of French film companies, searching for lucrative deals and supported
by government subsidies at home, have in recent years been involved in various
phases of film production and distribution in Iran.

The question, however, remains whether to distinguish between the
cinema that the regime of the Islamic republic is eager to export and those
exceptional films that have. for various reasons, attracted the favorable attention
of both the critic and average viewer in France. The answer may lie in the
comment of a well-known French film critic who believes that the Iranian cinema
must be judged not by the ideological films produced in Iran but by those that,
having delicately defied the established norms, represent a unique cinematic
achievement.

The Cinema of the Islamic Republic of Iran

Parviz Sayyad

The most salient point about the Iranian cinema, clearly missing form most of the
appraisals made in international festivals and western media, is that the cinema is
totally controlled by the Islamic government which exploits it as a political and
propaganda tool for both internal and international consumption. Despite the
application of harsh and restrictive criteria to control all stages of film production,
whether a film will finally be given a permit can not be known until the very last
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control, supervision and censorship for the film industry ever designed by man.
But it is not only the state that imposes the endless constraints. Street mobs of
zealots and religious fanatics may have the final word in determining the fate of
any filmmaker's work. It is thus no wonder that when the centennial of cinema is
celebrated around the globe, and the film archives are evervwhere explored to
whip up national pride, the remaining copies of pre-revolutionary Iranian films,
regardless of their merit, are deliberately abandoned to rot in open spaces or in
obscure and deadly storage houses.

The Iranian Film Culture

Hamid Naficy

Throughout its existence the Islamic government has shown a surprising degree of
flexibility and a great capacity for learning from its own mistake and since 1983 it
has steadfastly sought to rationalize the film industry and to provide support and
leadership for it. Filmmakers and audiences, too. have demonstrated both resolve
and ingenuity in face of incredible constraints. In fact, it is through a process of
cultural negotiation and haggling--not just through hailing--that a new cinema is
emerging, which embodies much of the aforementioned Islamic values.

In post-revolutionary Iran a new crop of "Islamically committed"
filmmakers has been gradually trained, at the same time that experienced "new
wave" filmmakers of the Shah's era have been resurrected and allowed to wok.
But neither of these two type of filmmakers has been forced into rigid positions. In
the same way that pre-revolutionary filmmakers such as Bahram Beyza’i, Daryush
Mehrju'i, and Mas'ud Kimia'i have adapted themselves to new post-revolutionary
realities, the new generation of Islamist filmmakers such as Mohsen Makhmalbaf
have also evolved and matured.

However, the post-revolutionary cinema is in a quandary. At the heart of
the dilemma is the contradiction between the artists' fidelity to the state and their
loyalty to the nation and to their own art. Iranian cinema has had to deal with many
issues, among them: competition among various sectors in the industry.
censorship, varied interpretations of regulations, aesthetic demands, chronic
shortages of material and equipment, technical constraints and economic realities
of producing films which are ideologically correct and yet attractive to mass
audiences. The resonances set in motion by the intertextuality of these factors
indicate that the development of an Islamized cinema in Iran cannot be considered
as merely the result of the imposition of a "ruthlessly united” ideological apparatus
controlled by the state but one that is open to considerable ideological work and
negotiation.
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ancient Iran and notions of national identity. he moved alone in search of new
paths toward new concepts of filmmaking and took to polyphonic and abstract
cinematic ideas. Thus, in his short film Siavosh dar takht-e Jamshid, he was not so
much concerned with lamenting the ruins of Iran's glorious past as searching for
the true identity of their creators. In his second film, too, he used the same ruins as
the stage for interminable dialogues between Iranian legendary and mythical
figures about their ties with history and destiny.

In Abbas Kia Rostami's cinema, a complete reversal has occurred. Not
interested in metaphysical esthetics, he expounds a direct and simple perception
not of history and historical legends but of life and the living. In a sense, one may
consider Kia Rostami and Rahnema, in terms of cinematic conceptualization, as
diametrically opposed. It is interesting to note, that apart from Kia Rostami's
works, the only Iranian films that have appealed to Western audiences are those
dealing with child characters. For, the fascination with children is universal and the
interaction between child and nature denotes not cultural truths but unfamiliar
local lore and customs. The essence of childhood is its direct and unfettered bond
with the world. Furthermore, in Kia Rostami's films, not only children but the
villages are placed outside the pale of history, although one may perceive in his
films, about the recent earthquake and its aftermath. an allegorical reference to
how a revolution can totally uproot a society.

At the End of a Century
Bahram Beyza'i

The endemic problems of Iranian cinema must be viewed in the context of the age-
old conflict between the dominant traditional values and the struggling modem
concepts of freedom and rationality, between absolutist dogmas and relativist
tendencies. It is in this context that political, cultural and religious despotism has
thrived. In a sense. the ban against painting and imagery, which is not an
exclusively Islamic tenet, must also be viewed in the same context which has
placed Iranian cinema in a formidable straitjacket.

In the last hundred years, however, the "absolutist traditionalism" in Iran
has reluctantly allowed the fitful growth of photographic and cinematic arts.
Indeed, the ruling traditionalists have not only accepted cinema as a legitimate
form of art but have in the last decade or so allowed. in fact encouraged, the
appearance of Iranian films in international film festivals. They have finally
legitimized "image" and particularly the image of their triumphs. They approve of,
and promote. images that cover rather that reveal, distort rather than clarify. Thus,
on the hundredth anniversary of the birth of cinema, they have succeeded in
creating one of the most elaborate and comprehensive systems of governmental



Iranian Cinema, From Past to Present

Farrokh Gaffari

There is ample evidence to indicate that the origins of the crop of innovative and
engrossing films produced in the post-revolutionary period in Iran can be directly
traced to the cinematic achievements of Iran's pre-revolutionary film industry. It is
true that a number of films produced after the establishment of the Islamic republic
in Iran, have been recognized in major international film festivals and acclaimed.
by European and American film critics in recent years. But it is also true that a
number of Iranian films and directors were also recognized and acclaimed in the
preceding period by almost the same festivals and critics. Indeed. some of the most
prominent of Iran's contemporary directors and filmmakers. such as Bahram
Beyza'i, Abbas Kia Rostami and Daryush Mehrju'i, were trained--and produced
some of their best works--in the pre-revolutionary era. It is also evident that these
favorable notices, some of them rather exaggerated, about recent Iranian films
have not been appreciated by a number of Iranians, particularly in the exile
community. They claim that to praise films produced in a country where each and
every aspect of film production is under the total control of an intrusive regime, is
no less than condoning the rigid and intolerable restrictions that have been
imposed on artistic freedoms in general. and cinematic expressions in particular, in
the Islamic republic of Iran.

One can not obviously deny the existence of pervasive censorship in Iran
nor underestimate the frustration of independent directors and filmmakers who
must constantly face a host of obstacles deliberately created by government rules
and agents in order to limit their freedom of action and artistic expression.
Nevertheless, it is under these frustrating circumstances that one must still ry to
assess the merits of the works of Iranian arts on their own terms.

Kia Rostami and Fereydun Rahnema

Youssef Ishaghpour

A connoisseur of the western cinema and a2 member of the "new wave" directors,
Fereydun Rahnema was one of those rare Iranian filmmakers who strove to shun
the lure of commercial and political considerations. Fascinated by the history of

* Abstracts with asterisks have been prepared by authors.
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