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1 Introduction: Something Small …

The reason I like this film is that even I, the film-maker, get confused as to which parts were fiction and which documentary. It’s as if the film doesn’t belong to me, as if it had made itself; the main character was so strong, it was I who was being told what should be done. And when I saw the film, I realised it was not an artificial creation, but different; it increased my responsibility as a film-maker. Cinema is no longer the panoramic experience it once was, with big budgets; cinema is – or ought to be – about analysing individual human experience, and how you can find yourself within that subjectivity. After making this film, I realised how I could identify with each of the characters, and how much of myself was in them …

Abbas Kiarostami1

Admirers of Kiarostami’s 10 (2002) might imagine that the above quotation refers to that film. Actually, although the words are certainly applicable to 10, the Iranian film-maker spoke them some years before he made it; that he was discussing Close-Up (Namayeh Nazdik, 1990) suggests there is a degree of consistency in his work. And as soon as one examines the progress of Kiarostami’s career in any detail, one gets an unusually strong impression of organic growth; as he himself has said, ‘Every one of my films gives birth to another.’2

And that’s crucial to a proper understanding of Kiarostami’s achievements as a film-maker and, indeed, as an artist. All his films are perfectly comprehensible on their own terms as individual artefacts, but each becomes not only more accessible but richer and more resonant if one has an idea of its place within the context of his overall career. That, obviously, may be said about the work of many film-makers, but in Kiarostami’s case the level of intertextuality is both extreme and extremely rewarding. In his perceptive and useful essay ‘How to Read Kiarostami’, Godfrey Cheshire rightly advises: ‘Realize that the order you approach the films is crucial to how you understand them.’3 Of course, one doesn’t have to have seen each and every film Kiarostami has made in order to enjoy or understand 10, and one certainly doesn’t need to have encountered them all in the right order; it’s rewarding, as with any other director, to ‘fill in the gaps’ when opportunities arise to see his earlier works. But if one is to get the most out of a Kiarostami film, it’s often best to have at least some knowledge of its immediate predecessor and of the overall thrust of his career as director, especially as the ‘meaning’ of Kiarostami’s films is often inextricably bound up with the aims, methods and circumstances of their making. In short, the more time you spend with Kiarostami’s films, the more likely you are to get a lot out of them.
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Seriously playful: Abbas Kiarostami and Amin Maher



If this sounds like too much hard work to put into watching a movie – especially a ‘little’ movie like 10 – it shouldn’t. For one thing, Kiarostami’s films are not ‘difficult’. Admittedly, their pacing may seem a little slow and their tone too quiet to those whose experience of cinema is limited to the wham-bam cutting and showy spectacle favoured by the Hollywood mainstream and its imitators for the last few decades. But the films do focus on recognisably ordinary humans and (mostly) tell some kind of story: Kiarostami’s cinematic language has little to do with the cerebral theorising of a Godard, the religiose allegorising of a Tarkovsky, the erudite eccentricity of a Ruiz or the arcane mythologising of a Paradjanov. Indeed, praise for his films often mentions their naturalism and simplicity (the latter tending, naturally, to be somewhat deceptive). Accordingly, those who proclaim themselves non-believers regarding Kiarostami’s mastery of film don’t complain that the films are hard to understand; more damningly, they argue that there’s nothing of interest in them anyway that needs to be understood.
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‘Two digital cameras, a car and your actors, and off you go …’: Kiarostami and Mania Akbari ‘on set’



When, for example, Roger Ebert reviewed 10,4 he began with a disingenuous confession – ‘I am unable to grasp the greatness of Abbas Kiarostami’ – before going on to claim that anyone could make such a film: ‘Two digital cameras, a car and your actors, and off you go.’ He argued that had the film been made in Europe or America instead of Iran – ‘a country whose films it is somewhat daring to praise’ – it would never have been accepted by the Cannes Film Festival (where it received its premiere); that ‘no ordinary moviegoer, whether Iranian or American, can be expected to relate to his films’; that the films exist primarily for festivals, critics and film students; and implied that Kiarostami’s reputation depended on ‘a cabal of dilettantes’ (which, presumably, includes myself, since the review took me repeatedly to task for having praised 10 in Sight and Sound).5

Naturally, Ebert is not alone in his opinion, nor is distrust of the international acclaim won by Kiarostami’s work to be found only among members of the popular press. In the fourth edition of his Biographical Dictionary of Film,6 for example, David Thomson – coming (like many of us) a little late to Kiarostami, but with a more measured assessment than Ebert’s – gently praises The Taste of Cherry (Ta’ame-ghilas, 1997) while venturing that he has seen the same kind of modernist take on neo-realism done before – and rather better – by Godard and many others. Furthermore, it’s well known that in Iran many consider Kiarostami a relatively minor film-maker, inferior to Bahram Beyzai, Dariush Mehrjui and others, and reckon him probably guilty of making films designed to appeal primarily to Western viewers. This last charge was forcefully expressed by Azadeh Farahmand in an essay arguing, among other things, that a certain kind of Iranian cinema had found popularity among Western cinemagoers because its romantic
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