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Introduction

In a short span of time—just over ten years—every new film by Asghar Farhadi has become a major event, both in his native country of Iran and at international film festivals. But look back to his first interviews in the 1990s; the solemn talent behind a popular Iranian TV series showed no awareness of what was to come: directorial stardom. Still, the skill was always there, even if Farhadi was content working for television, producing various series of social significance. His weaving together of stories was at once deeply familiar to Iranians and yet something new. Those paying attention to Farhadi’s early work would have seen indications that he was bound for cinematic glory.

Having won two Academy Awards for Best Foreign Film in a span of only five years, Asghar Farhadi has become Iran’s most prominent director since the late Abbas Kiarostami. Around the world, there is a consensus that Farhadi is one of the great dramatist filmmakers of his generation. His reputation and influence in his home country have been even greater, where he has achieved a celebrity status that most arthouse directors can only dream of. His face is familiar even to those who have not seen his films. In spite of his private, cautious lifestyle, he is a fixture in highbrow journals and tabloids. At the same time, Farhadi’s stature at home also has been prone to misunderstandings, controversies, divided critical reception, and, as of this writing, a backlash—the first among his own people—rooted in a rising dissatisfaction with the current regime.

By breaking onto the scene working for television, Farhadi did not follow the traditional path of state-backed arthouse films (many of which have been paradoxically banned or restricted by the state); nor did he work for the Center for Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults (as Kiarostami and Amir Naderi did), or even for independent production companies. Instead, Farhadi wrote teleplays and then directed a series of successful urban dramas for home viewing, offering an uncharacteristically bleak portrayal of life in Tehran.

Farhadi’s TV work was surely a challenge to its producer, Iranian national television (IRIB), known for steering clear of topical issues and of anything approaching a critique of Iranian society. Perhaps he escaped censure because all of his television work landed on the regional Channel 5, accessible only to people in Tehran province. This meant that Farhadi remained little known outside of a small circle of critics. It was only after writing screenplays for well-known Iranian filmmakers (Masoud Kimiai, Ebrahim Hatamikia) and making several underseen features that he had a breakthrough hit with his third film, Fireworks Wednesday (2006).

Farhadi thus became prominent while working within the system, distinguishing him from past generations of Iranian arthouse directors who were, generally speaking, left-leaning “outsiders.” Even as a screenwriter, Farhadi acted as an intermediary between irreconcilable worlds in Iranian cinema: on the one hand, he wrote for Masoud Kimiai, one of the most popular prerevolutionary directors, whose work in the 1970s married new wave and mainstream, while on the other, for the unapologetic, regime-endorsed propagandist Ebrahim Hatamikia. (Farhadi has since disowned the latter script.)

Farhadi’s first two films, Dancing in the Dust (2003) and Beautiful City (2004), belong in the tradition of Iranian social realism. They both star Faramarz Gharibian, an esteemed actor of an earlier generation, and both offer gritty, contemporary settings: Dancing in the Dust follows poor Azeri1 migrants in Tehran, while Beautiful City is set at a detention center and prison. Fireworks Wednesday was the turning point, where Farhadi managed to merge social realism with modern melodrama and up-to-date elements of suspense. There was something else, too: youth. Farhadi’s talents and razor-sharp scripts were fully realized when he found his team of actors, mostly people in their thirties. The new actors (Hedieh Tehrani, Shahab Hosseini, Taraneh Alidoosti, Peyman Maadi, Leila Hatami) brought with them an air of urgency and change to the universe that Farhadi was quickly expanding on. With his new acting ensemble, Farhadi saw his subject and setting shift dramatically. He opened a window on to the lives of the Tehran middle class. Amazingly, this was novel for Iranian cinema. Soon, Farhadi was championed by the very people who had become the filmmaker’s subject of interest.

Mainstream cinema before the Revolution, known as filmfarsi, was mainly about tough guys, dancers, and prostitutes. Genre films privileged happy-go-lucky, working-class characters, and arthouse films mostly focused on rural areas, with very little interest in tackling the issues of the middle class in big cities. After 1979, the prerevolutionary model continued in both arthouse and popular Iranian films, with mainly villagers and the working class populating the screens.

So it was Farhadi who turned the camera on to the forgotten middle class. He depicted their lives with complexity and depth, masterfully situating their lives in the contexts of class wars that had been barely visible. He navigated the hidden tensions among the classes more meaningfully and accurately than any of his contemporaries.

Before Farhadi, “socialist” (or at least social-minded) filmmakers in Iran were known to show poverty and injustice in a style borrowed from Italian neorealism. Since Farhadi’s rise, the mantle of arthouse filmmaker has expanded to include nuanced forays into the lives of young bourgeois Iranians, their dissatisfaction and estrangement on full dramatic display—think Michelangelo Antonioni in the wake of Italian neorealism.

Farhadi’s world is one of repressed, unpredictable, explosive emotions. His characters’ search for identity can be understood by millions of Iranians going through the same agonizing crisis. His cinema reveals an Iran that has failed to meet the lofty ideals set by a revolution and instead, among those not suffering from poverty, finds tenuous comfort in the art of getting by. The mechanisms of this day-to-day survival are pretense, suppression, compromise, deceit. Farhadi’s cinema has broken the dam in Iran, and a flood of films with similar subjects has followed.

The man known for making films about false and failed hopes suddenly became the new hope for Iran. On the nights of his two Oscar wins, joyous Iranians flooded the streets, an occurrence unwelcomed by the regime and typically reserved for World Cup victories. Farhadi is at once feted and under fire by his own government. In addition to making his recent films outside Iran, he has occasionally taken advantage of his celebrity status to offer statements of a political nature, on topics ranging from Donald Trump to poverty and capital punishment in Iran. In response to Trump’s travel ban, which barred entry of travelers from seven countries, including Iran, Farhadi boycotted the 2017 Oscars. When his film The Salesman (2016) won the Academy Award that year for Best Foreign Language Film, Anousheh Ansari, the first Iranian in space, accepted the award on Farhadi’s behalf and read aloud his statement, which did not mince words: “My absence is out of respect for the people of my country and those of the other six nations who have been disrespected by the inhumane law that bans entry of immigrants to the US.” While this curried favor with Iran’s regime, other actions by Farhadi have not. He expressed public support for his exiled filmmaker colleagues, Mohsen Makhmalbaf and Golshifteh Farahani, to return to Iran and continue their work. He also called for activist-filmmaker Jafar Panahi’s threatened jail sentence to be revoked, prompting the government to temporarily withdraw permission to shoot A Separation (2011).

In a police state such as Iran, which has become increasingly fraught with antiregime activism and political discontent, any amount of engagement in the highly controlled public sphere of national cinema is at once insufficient and yet too much. Jafar Panahi and Mohammad Rasoulof, both previously arrested and currently banned from filmmaking, still dare to make films in Iran about taboo subjects and have them distributed internationally. State-sanctioned cinema, instead, risks being written off as propaganda by Iranians. Farhadi has built his career on deftly straddling these two extremes. That he has done so without getting into (significant) legal trouble with the authorities is a testament to his popularity and to the subtlety of his craft.

More recently, however, Farhadi’s cinema has been a source of contention and controversy within Iran. With his recent work outside Iran, a number of Iranian critics have gone so far as to call him evasive. If there is any truth in that accusation, then we may liken Farhadi’s international films to a kind of antidote to the pressures of working and living in Iran—fine projects, yes, but also extended holidays, with a French (The Past, 2013) or Spanish (Everybody Knows, 2018) film as the outcome. The latter film, shot entirely in Spain with Spanish-speaking stars, was not approved for theatrical release in Iran, though it was widely distributed on the country’s black market. Farhadi’s latest film, A Hero (2021), shot during the COVID-19 pandemic, marks the filmmaker’s return to working in his native country. It premiered at Cannes, where it won the Grand Prix (in a tie with the Finnish entry, Compartment No. 6), but this time Iranians were not celebrating in the streets—not so much for what the film says as for what it avoids saying. Word quickly spread back home that A Hero does not acknowledge the growing sentiment of disillusionment among Iranians with the current regime. Without having seen the film, disgruntled Iranians flocked to IMDb.com to give it low ratings.2 Not even Farhadi, it seems, can fully escape the well-documented difficulties and pressures placed on Iranian filmmakers. The filmmaker addresses these controversies in an exclusive interview with coeditor Ehsan Khoshbakht and a blistering Instagram post, both of which are included in this volume.

Up until making A Hero, while Farhadi was abroad there were many filmmakers busy making “Farhadi films” in his absence. Some of the wave of Farhadi-inspired films were intended for the international market and festival circuit, but an even greater number were aimed at Iran’s domestic market. BBC Persian has called this a “syndrome of Farhadism,” an explosion of unhappy themes, including lying and infidelity, taking viewers on a suspenseful ride that shakes and rattles domestic structures.

“Farhadism,” alternately, has meant the production of a good deal of literature in Persian on Farhadi’s cinema. This is particularly remarkable if one contrasts the first twenty years of Abbas Kiarostami’s filmmaking career, for which only one slim monograph appeared in Iran. In his first two decades working in film and television, Farhadi has instead been widely embraced: the scripts of seven of his films have been published in glossy editions.

Maziar Eslami offered the first study of Farhadi’s cinema in Asghar Farhadi: Poetics of Disintegration (2016). Saeed Aghighi is the second Iranian critic of note to analyze Farhadi’s oeuvre from a critical perspective in The Secrets of Separation: The Cinema of Asghar Farhadi (2017). A book called Trauma (Seyyed Majid Hosseini and Zanyar Ebrahimi, 2016) maps the major sociopolitical events of Iran between 2009 (the year of the stolen election and massive street protests) and 2015,3 all through the lens of Farhadi’s cinema. A book of interviews appeared that was titled Face to Face with Asghar Farhadi (Esmaeil Mihandoust, 2018). And finally, in English, Asghar Farhadi: Life and Cinema (2014), a small volume composed of one lengthy interview and a brief analysis by Iranian-Canadian Tina Hassannia.

This volume offers a unique perspective into Farhadi’s career in several key respects. Unlike most studies on this filmmaker, this one begins with his TV work. Just as Farhadi’s background in theater informs his dramatic filmmaking, so too does his early and important work in television, which is unknown outside Iran. This volume also charts a parallel path, chronicling Farhadi’s rise from theater student to Iranian dramatist to celebrated international filmmaker. Most important, to provide those in the West with an Iranian perspective on Farhadi, we located interviews conducted in Persian and had them translated here for the first time.

Farhadi speaking openly on an array of topics in his native tongue has several built-in advantages. He has in his command the power to express himself naturally and to the best of his abilities. He is not constrained by the inevitable questions from Western interviewers trying to satisfy curiosity about life in Iran rather than to magnify his work. These interviews also put a much-needed spotlight on Farhadi as television writer and director, before he became internationally successful.

The majority of these interviews were published in Film Monthly, Iran’s leading film journal and one of the longest-running publications in the country. Known for its critical, in-depth engagement with filmmaking, Film Monthly ensures not only quality but also a sense of coherence, since the journal followed Farhadi’s career from his early days in television up to his last film, always providing him with the space to reflect upon his methods and ideas.4 His first films, which are socially his most daring and brilliant, did not receive the critical attention they clearly deserved. The Film Monthly interviews correct that slight.

The tradition of Iranian movie criticism is fortunately a rich and rigorous one that illuminates the complexities of filmmaking in Iran. The interviewers do not shy away from hard questions; and both the questions and answers tend to be long and challenging. Critics at home have been increasingly divided over Farhadi, especially since The Salesman. The Iranian interviews appearing in this volume will help readers better understand these fissures. They also cover important themes central to Farhadi’s career, including the influence of theater and past filmmakers, and what he sees as his role and responsibilities as an Iranian filmmaker in a global age. Finally, they illuminate Farhadi’s particular craft of scriptwriting and turning the written text into images, in this way offering the pleasure of a unique and in-depth guide to filmmaking.

EK & DT
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EK: I should thank the interviewers and translators of this volume, half of whom now live in a country other than Iran. What made them (and me) live elsewhere—any Farhadi film made in Iran could give you a sense of that. So, I dedicate this book to those who stayed.

DT: Thanks go first to my coeditor and friend, Ehsan Khoshbakht, who is as gracious as he is knowledgeable. I am grateful to the interviewers and translators for making this volume as rich as it is, let alone possible; to the editors and staff at University Press of Mississippi, who have been consistently helpful and supportive; and to San José State University for its grant support of this project. I dedicate this volume to my parents—both introduced me to movies and, as importantly, thinking about them.


Notes


	1. Azeri refers to Turkish-speaking Iranians from the northwest province of Azerbaijan that borders Turkey and the country Azerbaijan.

	2. In an unprecedented response to this, IMDb.com disabled the ratings option for this movie’s listing until the time of its theatrical distribution.

	3. Although these major events are absent from Farhadi’s films, one could argue that the psychological aftereffects are omnipresent.

	4. In a Farhadian twist that reminds us what lies behind the seemingly stable facade of things, the owner of Film Monthly, Massoud Mehrabi, who granted us permission to publish his fine interviews in this book, passed away during the summer of 2020, at age sixty-six. After his death, the tension between his son, who “inherited” the journal, and the real creative force behind Film Monthly, particularly its editor in chief, Houshang Golmakani (who also has an interview published in this volume), became so hostile that it made the news and nearly put an end to the forty-year-old magazine. Golmakani and his team launched a new journal called Film-e Emrooz (Film Today). It is always sad to see good things come to an end, but this one was particularly unexpected and lamentable.







Chronology



	1972

	Born in Homayoun Shahr (renamed Khomeini Shahr after the 1979 Revolution) in Isfahan province, in central Iran.




	1987

	Joins the Iranian Youth Cinema Society, where he directs amateur films in either Super 8 or 16 mm formats. Titles include The World of Walls, Radio, and The Adventures of Mr. Filmmaker.




	1993–94

	While still collaborating with the Iranian Youth Cinema Society, the publication of the Society publishes some of Farhadi’s very first scripts. Farhadi then moves to Tehran to enroll at the College of Fine Arts of the University of Tehran, studying theater. After obtaining a bachelor’s degree, he continues studying theater at the conservative Tarbiat Modares University in Tehran, where he earns his MA.




	1997–98

	The Kind Moon, the very first series produced by the newly launched Tehran Channel (or Channel 5), is written by Farhadi. Right after, he not only writes the twenty-six-part The Expectant for the same channel but he also directs and produces it.




	1999–2001

	Cowrites and directs Tale of a City. The success of the series leads to a second season, which this time is written by Farhadi only.




	2002

	Writes the script of Low Heights for Ebrahim Hatamikia, but later disassociates himself from it; in his anthology of screenplays, later published in Iran, this script is not included. Nevertheless, Low Heights marks Farhadi’s first work in the world of cinema.




	2003

	Directs his first feature, Dancing in the Dust, which is shown in only three cinemas. Nevertheless, he wins the best film award at the Fajr Film Festival in Tehran, and the film is then screened in some Asian film festivals, winning the best film award at Busan.




	2004

	Beautiful City is distributed in eight theaters in Iran, and for the first time a film by Farhadi is shown in the West (Warsaw).




	2006–7

	Mani Haghighi encourages Farhadi to cowrite the script for Fireworks Wednesday, which is then directed by Farhadi and stars the popular actress Hedieh Tehrani. The film becomes the biggest box office hit of the year in Iran and wins Farhadi the best director award at the Fajr Film Festival. The film also wins at the Chicago International Film Festival and is shown at Locarno.




	2008

	Spends the year mostly writing scripts for others, including Canaan for Mani Haghighi, Dayere Zangi for his wife, Parisa Bakhtavar, and Trial on the Street for Masoud Kimiai.




	2009

	After some controversies regarding its actors (and an initial rejection by the Fajr Film Festival, resolved only when someone from the Ministry of Culture lobbied for the film), About Elly, directed and, for the first time, also produced by Farhadi, is screened and heralded as one of Iran’s most important postrevolutionary films. The film gains wide attention at the Berlinale and is distributed in France (though not the United States until 2015).




	2010

	His permission to shoot A Separation is revoked after defending—and then protesting the filmmaking ban imposed on—fellow director Jafar Panahi. The Ministry of Culture restores permission only after Farhadi “explains” himself to the Ministry.




	2011

	A Separation wins the Golden Bear at the Berlinale and later the Academy Award for Best Foreign Film. The Farhadi phenomenon takes Iran by storm. His picture appears on every Iranian newspaper and magazine, even those unrelated to film or art.




	2013

	The Past is made in France with French and Iranian actors. In the same year, the annual Time 100, a list of the most influential people in the world, includes Farhadi’s name.




	2014

	Cheshmeh, an Iranian publisher, publishes Farhadi’s scripts in Seven Scripts by Asghar Farhadi. A year later the book wins the best book prize at the Annual Book Awards of the Islamic Republic of Iran.




	2016

	The Salesman premieres at Cannes and wins the best script and actor awards.




	2017

	Farhadi wins his second Oscar, this time for The Salesman. Due to Donald Trump’s ban of Muslims traveling to the United States, Farhadi declines to appear at the ceremony and instead sends Iranian scientist and inventor Anoushe Ansari (also the first Iranian who traveled to space) to read his statement.




	2018

	Everybody Knows, shot in Spain with an all-Spanish-speaking cast and crew (with the exception of the editor), premieres at Cannes.




	2021

	A Hero premieres at Cannes, where it wins the Grand Prix in a tie with the Finnish Compartment No. 6 (Juho Kuosmanen). This time, Iranians do not celebrate in the streets, and Farhadi, facing the biggest backlash of his career, is criticized for not using the film to support antiregime movements. IMDb, noticing that many Iranian users are giving the lowest rating possible to a film they had not yet seen, temporarily blocks the rating function for A Hero.




	2022

	In early April it is reported that a legal case had been brought against Farhadi by his former student Azadeh Masihzadeh, who accuses him of plagiarizing her idea (which later became a documentary) for his latest film, A Hero. Even though the Western media widely report that Farhadi has been found guilty, at the time of this writing the case is still being investigated. Nonetheless, the unprecedented wave of media coverage, often in a less sympathetic light, is another indication of the change in attitude toward Farhadi among fellow Iranians.








Filmography

MAH-E MEHRABAN (THE KIND MOON), TV series (1997)

Director: Behrooz Baghaie

Writing: Asghar Farhadi

Broadcast on Tehran Channel

Video, color

PEZESHKAN (DOCTORS), TV series (1998)

Director: Masoud Keramati

Assistant Director: Asghar Farhadi, Farhard Aslani

Writing: Asghar Farhadi

Cinematography: Hassan Emadi

Editing: Shirin Vahidi

Production Design: Shahrokh Forotanian

Music: Aria Azimi-Nejad

Cast: Davoud Rashidi, Farhad Aslani, Behnaz Nawzi

Broadcast on IRIB’s Channel Three

Video, color

650 minutes (13 episodes)

CHASHM BE RAH (THE EXPECTANT), TV series (1998)

Producer: Asghar Farhadi

Directors: Asghar Farhadi (artistic director), Mahtaj Nojoomi (technical director)

Writing: Asghar Farhadi, Mohammadreza Erfani

Cinematography: Mansoor Nazmi, Ali Shahverdi

Editing: Morteza Jahanmehr

Cast: Akbar Abdi, Ahmad Aghaloo, Reza Babak, Mahboobeh Bayat, Gohar Kheirandish, Biuk Mirzaie, Fariba Motekhasses, Zhaleh Olov, Hassan Pourshirazi, Reza Shafi Jam

26 episodes, broadcast on Tehran Channel

Video, color

MOJTAME-E MASKOONI-E FARAJ VA FARROKH (FARAJ AND FARROKH RESIDENTIAL BLOCKS), TV series (1999)

Director: Asghar Farhadi

Writing: Asghar Farhadi

Editing: Majid Mirfakhrai

Cast: Zhaleh Sameti, Ebrahim Abadi, Esmail Davarfar, Saeed Aghakhani

Broadcast on IRIB’s Channel Two in March 1999

Video, color

ROOZEGAR-E JAVANI (TIME OF YOUTH), TV series (1998–99)

Producer: Asghar Tavassoli

Directors: Shapur Gharib (artistic director), Asghar Tavassoli (artistic director), Hossein Ahmadi (technical director)

Writing: Asghar Farhadi (only the first season), Ali Akbar Mahloojian, Farhad Naghdali, Fariborz Kamkari

Cinematography: Houshang Babai, Seyyed Hossein Sotoudeh, Ali Mohhamdzadeh, Ali Shahverdi

Editing: Ali Sabokroo, Mohammad Albeigi

Production Design: Maria Hajiha

Music: Sasan Jamalian

Cast: Amin Hayaiee, Keyhan Maleki, Nasrollah Raadesh, Behzad Khodaveisi, Mehdi Sabai, Zohreh Fakkhor Saboor, Sahar Sabbagh Seresht

38 episodes, broadcast on Tehran Channel

Video, color

DASTAN-E YEK SHAHR (TALE OF A CITY), TV series (1999–2001)

Producers: Asghar Farhadi, Parisa Bakhtavar (executive producer)

Director: Asghar Farhadi

Writing: Asghar Farhadi, Ali Bazrafshan

Production Design: Jalil Fotouhinia

Cast: Faramarz Sadighi, Ateneh Faghih Nasiri, Ali Ghorbanzadeh, Ali Soleymani, Saeed Aghakhani, Reza Iranmanesh, Mani Kasraian, Mahtaj Nojoomi, Bahareh Rahnama, Kambiz Shabankare, Afshin Hashemi

Made in two seasons (each twenty-six episodes), broadcast on Tehran Channel

Video, color

YADASHT-HAYE KOODAKI (CHILDHOOD’S NOTES), TV series (2002)

Director: Parisa Bakhtavar

Writing: Asghar Farhadi

Cast: Sirus Gorjestani, Hamideh Kheirabadi, Mehraneh Mahintorabi

26 episodes, broadcast on Tehran Channel

Video, color

ERTEFA-E PAST (LOW HEIGHTS) (2002)

Producers: Manouchehr Mohammadi (producer), Parvaneh Partow (executive producer)

Director: Ebrahim Hatamikia

Writing: Asghar Farhadi, Ebrahim Hatamikia

Cinematography: Hassan Pooya

Editing: Hayedeh Safiyari

Production Design: Abdolhamid Ghadirian

Music: Mohammad Reza Aligholi

Cast: Hamid Farrokhnezhad (Ghasem), Leila Hatami (Narges), Gohar Kheirandish (Atieh), Mohammad Ali Inanloo (Pilot), Amir Aghaee, Mehdi Saki, Reza Shafi Jam

35 mm, color

115 minutes

POSHT-E KONKORIHA, TV series (2003)

Director: Parisa Bakhtavar

Writing: Asghar Farhadi (final revision), Mohammad Reza Fazeli

Cinematography: Bijan Mo’meni

Editing: Ahmad Vafaie

Production Design: Reza Dargazi

Music: Hamid Reza Sadri

Cast: Reza Davoodnezhad, Borzoo Arjmand, Ramin Nasser Nasir, Ali Abbasi Sadeghi, Sima Gorjestani

25 episodes, broadcast on Tehran Channel

Video, color

RAGHS DAR GHOBAR (DANCING IN THE DUST) (2003)

Producer: Iraj Taghipoor

Director: Asghar Farhadi

Writing: Asghar Farhadi, Alireza Bazrafshan, Mohammad Reza Fazeli

Cinematography: Hassan Karimi

Editing: Saeed Shahsavari

Music: Hamid Reza Sadri

Cast: Faramarz Gharibian (The Old Man), Yousef Khodaparast (Nazar), Baran Kosari (Rayhaneh), Malek Hadpour Seraj (Amri)

35 mm, color

95 minutes

SHAHR-E ZIBA (BEAUTIFUL CITY) (2004)

Producer: Iraj Taghipoor

Director: Asghar Farhadi

Writing: Asghar Farhadi

Cinematography: Ali Loqmani

Editing: Shahrzad Pouya

Art Direction: Keyvan Moghaddam

Music: Hamid Reza Sadri

Cast: Taraneh Alidoosti (Firoozeh), Faramarz Gharibian (Abolghasem Rahmati), Babak Ansari (Ala), Hossein Farzi-Zad (Akbar), Farhad Ghaemian (Mr. Ghafouri), Ahu Kheradmand (Abolghasem’s Wife)

35 mm, color

101 minutes

CHAHARSHANBEH-SOORI (FIREWORKS WEDNESDAY) (2006)

Producer: Jamal Sadatian

Director: Asghar Farhadi

Writing: Asghar Farhadi, Mani Haghighi

Cinematography: Hossein Jafarian

Editing: Hayedeh Safiyari

Art Direction: Hossein Majd

Music: Peyman Yazdanian

Cast: Hamid Farrokhnezhad (Morteza Samie), Hedieh Tehrani (Mozhdeh Samie), Taraneh Alidoosti (Rouhi), Pantea Bahram (Simin), Sahar Dolatshahi (Mozhdeh’s sister), Hooman Seyyedi (Rouhi’s fiancé), Matin Heydarnia (Amir Ali)

35 mm, color

98 minutes

DAYERE ZANGI (TAMBOURINE) (2008)

Producer: Jamal Sadatian

Director: Parisa Bakhtavar

Writing: Asghar Farhadi

Cinematography: Morteza Poursamadi

Editing: Hayedeh Safiyari

Production Design: Keyvan Moghaddam

Music: Amir Tavassoli

Cast: Baran Kosari (Shirin), Saber Abar (Mohammad), Mehran Modiri (Abbas Razzaaghi), Amin Hayaiee (Ahmad Jafari), Mohamad Reza Sharifinia (Sorkhi), Gohar Kheirandish (Parvin), Bahareh Rahnama (Sholeh Kajoori), Omid Roohani (Abdullah Zadeh), Hamed Behdad (Driver)

35 mm, color

107 minutes

CANAAN (2008)

Producer: Mostafa Shayesteh

Director: Mani Haghighi

Writing: Mani Haghighi, Asghar Farhadi

Cinematography: Hassan Karimi

Editing: Mastaneh Mohajer

Production Design: Amir Esbati

Music: Christophe Rezai

Cast: Mohammad Reza Forutan (Morteza), Taraneh Alidoosti (Mina), Afsaneh Bayegan (Azar), Bahram Radan (Ali)

35 mm, color

106 minutes

MOHAKEME DAR KHIABAN (TRIAL ON THE STREET) (2009)

Producer: Masoud Kimiai

Director: Masoud Kimiai

Writing: Asghar Farhadi, Masoud Kimiai

Cinematography: Tooraj Mansouri

Editing: Mostafa Kherghehpoosh

Production Design: Reza Mehdi-Zadeh

Music: Farzin Gharahgozloo

Cast: Poolad Kimiai (Amir), Niki Karimi (Nasim), Hamid Reza Afshar (Abd), Mohammad Reza Forutan (Nekooyi), Hamed Behdad (Habib), Shaghayegh Farahani (Abd’s wife), Negar Foroozandeh (videographer), Arzhang Amirfazli (Florist), Shabnam Darvish (Marjan)

35 mm, color

98 minutes

DARBARE-YE ELLY (ABOUT ELLY) (2009)

Producers: Asghar Farhadi, Mahmoud Razavi

Director: Asghar Farhadi

Writing: Asghar Farhadi (based on a story by Asghar Farhadi and Azad Jafarian)

Cinematography: Hossein Jafarian

Editing: Hayedeh Safiyari

Production Design: Asghar Farhadi

Music: Andrea Bauer

Cast: Golshifteh Farahani (Sepideh), Shahab Hosseini (Ahmad), Taraneh Alidoosti (Elly), Merila Zarei (Shohreh), Mani Haghighi (Amir), Peyman Maadi (Peyman), Rana Azadivar (Naazi), Ahmad Mehranfar (Manoochehr), Saber Abar (Alireza)

35 mm, color

119 minutes

JODAEIYE NADER AZ SIMIN (A SEPARATION) (2011)

Producers: Asghar Farhadi, Negar Eskandarfar (executive producer)

Director: Asghar Farhadi

Writing: Asghar Farhadi

Cinematography: Mahmoud Kalari

Editing: Hayedeh Safiyari

Production Design: Keyvan Moghaddam

Music: Sattar Oraki

Cast: Peyman Maadi (Nader), Leila Hatami (Simin), Sareh Bayat (Razieh), Shahab Hosseini (Hojjat), Sarina Farhadi (Termeh), Merila Zarei (Ms. Ghahraii), Ali-Asghar Shahbazi (Nader’s Father), Babak Karimi (police interrogator), Kimia Hosseini (Somayeh), Shirin Yazdanbakhsh (Simin’s Mother)

35 mm, color

123 minutes

LE PASSÉ (THE PAST)* (2013)

Producers: Alexandre Mallet-Guy, Alexa Rivero (line producer)

Director: Asghar Farhadi

Writing: Asghar Farhadi

Cinematography: Mahmoud Kalari

Editing: Juliette Welfling

Production Design: Claude Lenoir

Music: Evgueni Galperine, Youli Galperine

Cast: Bérénice Bejo (Marie Brisson), Ali Mosaffa (Ahmad), Tahar Rahim (Samir), Pauline Burlet (Lucie), Elyes Aguis (Fouad), Jeanne Jestin (Léa), Sabrina Ouazani (Naïma), Babak Karimi (Shahryar), Valéria Cavalli (Valeria)

Digital, color

130 minutes

* In Iran: GOZASHTEH

FORUSHANDE (THE SALESMAN) (2016)

Producers: Asghar Farhadi, Alexandre Mallet-Guy, Olivier Père

Director: Asghar Farhadi

Writing: Asghar Farhadi

Cinematography: Hossein Jafarian

Editing: Hayedeh Safiyari

Art Direction: Keyvan Moghaddam

Music: Sattar Oraki

Cast: Shahab Hosseini (Emad Etesami), Taraneh Alidoosti (Rana Etesami), Mina Sadati (Sanam), Babak Karimi (Babak), Farid Sajjadi Hosseini (The man), Mojtaba Pirzadeh (Majid), Shirin Aghakashi (Esmat), Mehdi Koushki (Siavash), Emad Emami (Ali)

Digital, color

124 minutes

TODOS LO SABEN (EVERYBODY KNOWS) (2018)

Producers: Angélica Huete (line producer), Álvaro Longoria (producer), Alexandre Mallet-Guy (producer), Stefano Massenzi (associate producer), Andrea Occhipinti (coproducer), Cynthia Pinet (line producer, France)

Director: Asghar Farhadi

Writing: Asghar Farhadi

Cinematography: José Luis Alcaine

Editing: Hayedeh Safiyari

Production Design: María Clara Notari

Music: Javier Limón

Cast: Penélope Cruz (Laura), Javier Bardem (Paco), Ricardo Darín (Alejandro), Eduard Fernánde (Fernando), Bárbara Lennie (Bea), Inma Cuesta (Ana), Elvira Mínguez (Mariana), Ramón Barea (Antonio), Carla Campra (Irene), Sara Sálamo (Rocío), Roger Casamajor (Joan), José Ángel Egido (Jorge)

Digital, color

133 minutes

Asghar Farhadi is currently credited as the writer for a short film made in 2019: Soledad (dir: David Cordon)

GHAHREMAN (A HERO) (2021)

Producers: Asghar Farhadi, Alexandre Mallet-Guy

Director: Asghar Farhadi

Writing: Asghar Farhadi

Cinematography: Ali Ghazi, Arash Ramezani

Editing: Hayedeh Safiyari

Set Design: Medhi Moosavi

Cast: Amir Jadidi (Rahim), Mohsen Tanabandeh (Bahram), Sahar Goldoost (Farkhondeh), Fereshteh Sadr Orafaie (Mrs. Radmehr), Sarina Farhadi (Nazanin) Digital, color

127 minutes

IMDb has erroneously listed Farhadi as the writer for Shab (The Night), made in 2008.




Asghar Farhadi: Interviews




A Reaction to Current Conditions

Film Monthly / 1999

From Film Monthly (Tehran), Vol. 17, No. 246, December 1999. Translated by Amir Soltani.

A short conversation with Asghar Farhadi, writer and director of the TV series Tale of a City (1999-2001).

Film Monthly: What led you to use In the City1 as a basis for the stories in your own TV series?

Asghar Farhadi: Reading the crime pages in newspapers always gave me a morbid feeling. About the environment around me, the people around me; it made me feel unsafe and instilled in me a sense of inevitability about everything around me. Ever since Adam’s sons, Cain and Abel, began to fight, there has been oppression and oppressors. I had this sense that I couldn’t do anything but observe this dynamic. It was a painful feeling, but, regardless, I bought newspapers day after day and read through the same pages. And it got me to start thinking about a TV series based on the incidents I had read about in the newspapers’ crime pages. But there were two problems. First, that most of these crimes were not fit for broadcast on the five official networks on Iranian television. And second, how does one even approach such stories? There have been many series in the past few years that dealt with similar social problems, but the relationship between the characters and those subjects has never felt believable. For example, stories of journalists who follow a lead for no reason or become too involved with an event without apparent motives; the audience is left to wonder why the journalist was so invested. After a while, I developed this idea around a young group of producers for a daily television show who have to become involved in their stories because of the nature of their reporting. It was the director of Channel 5 on national television who suggested the central characters could be the fictional producers of In the City. And that’s why I think the approach became very novel in this series. Nevertheless, the first problem still remained, and in the writing process, I had to change certain undisplayable elements of the stories to avoid censorship issues.

FM: In most episodes of the series, even though the primary plot is very eventful, there are secondary plotlines that often give us the feeling that we’re watching two parallel stories. As an example, in episode nine, the story of the patient who is suffering from HIV and, in parallel, the story of Behzad’s marriage. Or in episode six, the story of Shahab’s poverty in parallel with familial poverty.

AF: It’s my first experiment with this type of screenwriting. Usually, TV series with one plotline, where events follow one after the other in consecutive scenes, feel very naked and sparse to me. In successful TV series, even Iranian ones like Once upon a Time …, it is the multistory narrative that draws the audience in. Furthermore, I tried to draw lines between these plotlines, to expose connections between the primary stories and the secondary ones. In the episode you used as an example, Behzad’s marriage breaks apart, and the HIV patient dies estranged and in solitude. I don’t know. I wanted to draw a line between the loneliness of young people who remain single due to financial and social factors and the reasons behind the patient’s condition. In this particular story, the secondary plotline was more important to me than the main one. My story was that of the HIV patient, but because we couldn’t show many of its elements on TV, we relegated it to the secondary plotline. Some think the parallel threads of these narratives make them chaotic. I don’t know. I think it’s too early to judge that yet.

FM: It’s the first time we see a TV series where the endings of each episode are very dark, particularly in the episode about the little southern boy. Did you have any issues with TV guidelines over this? And in any case, why so bleak?

AF: No, we had no issues with the broadcast authorities, but regarding why the stories are so dark, well, I’m blameless! When I begin to write a story, I don’t know where it will end. The story carries me with it. I don’t believe the endings are dark. I think the endings are authentic. The team behind the series did their utmost to make sure the atmosphere of the show is credible and realistic compared to the audience’s daily experience.

FM: We’ve heard this show is going to continue.

AF: I’m not sure. On the one hand, I’m very happy that the show has found such a large audience that the network is interested in continuing with it. On the other hand, I’m worried about where these characters and their story will lead to.

FM: Have you learned from the unfortunate experience of your last show, Time of Youth?2

AF: I certainly hope that story isn’t repeated again, otherwise all our efforts will have been in vain.


Notes


	1. A reportage-like TV series on Tehran Channel focusing on the issues of the day in the city of Tehran. Farhadi used that as the framework of his fictional TV series Tale of a City, in which the makers of In the City interact with the subjects of their documentaries.

	2. Neither of the editors has seen this series, but it seems that the second season of Time of Youth, which was aired without Farhadi’s collaboration, could not meet the expectations raised by the first season and eventually flopped.







City of No Angels

Alireza Motamedi / 2000

From Film Monthly (Tehran), Vol. 18, No. 252, May 2000. Translated by Amir Soltani.

Tale of a City is one of the most successful TV series of recent years. Asghar Farhadi, who was previously known as the writer behind the show Time of Youth, claims to be only 30 to 40 percent happy with Tale of a City. This claim was enough to keep expectations—and anticipation for his next project—very high. One of his biggest wishes is to continue Kiumars Pourahmad’s TV series Majid’s Tales and build a show around Majid, who is now in his early twenties.1 This is perhaps a nostalgic remnant of Farhadi’s own adolescence, which was spent in the same city as Majid’s city: Isfahan.

Alireza Motamedi: My first encounter with your work was through two plays: Vagabonds and The Last Heroes on Earth.

Asghar Farhadi: Before going to university, in the Youth Cinema Society, I made a few short and documentary films on 8 mm and 16 mm film, and it was then that I decided to learn cinema academically. Incidentally, I found that I enjoyed writing quite a lot and changed my mind to study theater instead of cinema. In university, I wrote a few plays and directed them myself, the last of which, The Last Heroes on Earth, went onstage last year.

AM: You’ve mentioned your interest in writing stories. One of the characteristics of Tale of a City is that, unlike other TV shows, you’re not stingy about using stories and often tell two or three stories at once in a single episode.

AF: When I’m writing, I spend the majority of my time searching for stories. My interest in storytelling goes back to my childhood. I respect the TV audience enough to not overextend a single-episode story into a twenty-six-episode season’s arc. I made my utmost effort to have secondary stories in each episode alongside the main line of narrative, to make the series more entertaining but also to complement the main plot indirectly with additional stories. As well, there are stories that one cannot tell directly as the main plot. For example, in one episode, the primary plot didn’t have much depth, but the secondary plot was about an AIDS patient, which was important and new. If I’d switched those two plotlines around, the episode would not have been allowed to air. Everyone asked me what the AIDS plotline had to do with the main story. My main goal was to discuss HIV, but because our society is still relatively unfamiliar with the phenomenon, if we had relayed a mountain of information to the audience in a single episode, they would have been overwhelmed. I had to relegate the topic to a secondary plotline. In some episodes, when the main plotline is too dark, I’ll create a side plot, often a humorous one, to lighten the mood. Otherwise, the episode either would not get permission to air or would just depress the audience on a Friday afternoon.2 I’ve done my best to connect these plotlines in each episode delicately, though it is possible I’ve failed at times.

AM: Incidentally, these multifaceted plots have made the TV series more lifelike. We don’t deal with a single event at each stage of life, but rather we’re facing an amalgam of happy and sad events.

AF: Yes, and those events might be unrelated to one another, too. What we never see in our TV shows is the daily minutiae of life. This is very important for me: going to the washroom, eating, making little jokes, crying … these are all important. Developing these details lends a story authenticity. I gained this experience while writing Time of Youth.

AM: As an example, Mohsen is stingy and an opportunist and takes advantage of others. I think these characters are developed very well. My only issue is with the character of Dr. Rafi, in part because of Ghorbanzadeh’s performance. Although his performance has improved in recent episodes, I think, overall, the character is somewhat aloof and one-dimensional.

AF: I think two characters still have room for development: Moones and Rafi. I think the issue with Rafi, which I admit to, is that he is too young to be a doctor. This is really my fault, which is why in recent episodes I’ve pivoted away from focusing on his profession. What was very important for me from the beginning about this character was his loneliness—that his parents have left, but he’s stayed behind for the same reasons we all stay behind. These reasons aren’t very categorical. He has logical concerns about social issues. By contrast, Moones is very emotional, and I wanted that aspect of her character to be very exaggerated.

AM: Yet, this exaggeration stands in stark contrast with the realism of the other characters and that of your milieu. We all share these social concerns to some extent, but their reactions are melodramatic and unbelievable.

AF: The series starts with Moones’s visit to the psychiatrist’s office. In the final episodes of the show, we have another scene in a psychiatrist’s office. Moones is not a stable character in essence, because she’s been raised in a family that had sheltered her from major social crises. She’s only been aware of social realities through books and magazines and the like. When such a person leaves the family and enters society, it is natural that their reactions are more pronounced than others. Maybe the audience doesn’t like her very much because there aren’t many Mooneses among us. A young person of Moones’s age who has such concerns is rare. The other major problem is that because certain episodes weren’t ready, the order of their screening was changed, and in the case of certain characters such as Moones, this really disturbed the natural course of their story.

AM: Wouldn’t it have been better if Moones gradually developed social concerns as the show progressed?

AF: I was looking for something else in this series. I was looking for someone who had become familiar with social issues only at a distance and has now been thrown into them firsthand. So, instead of a gradual enlightenment, she suddenly goes from superficial awareness to a whole new vision. It’s not just more awareness. As the show progresses, she doesn’t become more knowledgeable but more negative, pessimistic, and disillusioned. I wanted the character to go from a romantic, idealistic vision at the beginning of the series, through a bleak and bitter one, to a more realistic vision by the end. I’m not sure how successful I’ve been.

AM: The strength of your show is that you don’t offer solutions to problems. Avoiding cheap, deceitful simplifications in favor of simply presenting issues truthfully is a very worthy endeavor.

AF: The best gift for our crew would be to know that the audience is left contemplating the show for at least five minutes after it ends. I think that’s the main responsibility of any work of art.

AM: Wouldn’t it have been better if we knew more about the main characters’ past, their backgrounds and families?

AF: That is something even my colleagues on the show pointed out to me, but because the stories and subjects of In the City were very important to me, I did not have the opportunity to develop the main characters of my show further, unfortunately. If all of them were also inflicted by their own set of social issues, the show would have been a bit unrealistic. So, I didn’t really pursue characters who I didn’t think had specific problems in their lives, like Mohsen.

AM: I didn’t mean they should have all their own issues. Maybe their hassle-free backgrounds could have been the context in its own right.

AF: I admit that I’ve not yet reached the level of skill required to contextualize the massive cast of characters with so many guest stars and all the subjects. I’ll try to be fairer to all my characters in future works. Unfortunately, in this show, it wasn’t possible to devote equal time to all characters.

AM: I say this especially because people are so important to this show—much more important than the events and what happens in front of the camera. Because of the ambiguity of some characters, even an entertaining story can become irritating at times. Nevertheless, these stories, particularly their endings, are very bleak. Were you ever concerned that this bleakness, which I think is completely justified, would scare off your audience? Especially since television audiences have grown accustomed to happy endings.

AF: I don’t think the stories or their endings are bleak; they’re realistic and hence why I don’t think audiences will be disappointed by them. I wanted to take this sadness and turn it into food for thought. We are melancholy people, but we aren’t thoughtful.

AM: The majority of your guest stars, who aren’t recognizable faces or even professional actors, are brilliant. For example, the drug addict whose phone has been stolen, or the girl in the episode about the cyberstalker, or especially the woman who played Christine. Where did you find these people?

AF: Like you said, most of them aren’t professionals.
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