

To Iran, to cinema, to my people.




Winter 1991. Tehran. The Fajr Film Festival.

On one of those brittle, bone-chilling February afternoons peculiar to Tehran, when the mountain air is so sharp and frigid that a spoken word seems to freeze in mid-air, shattering upon impact with the ground, something miraculous and wonderfully absurd was taking root outside the faded marquee of the Shahr-i Qissah cinema. A massive crowd, a river of woolen hats and thick, muffling scarves, had converged. They were bundled into shapeless forms like overstuffed parcels, their shoulders dusted with a fine, glittering frost, stamping heavy boots on the icy pavement in a rhythmic, shivering beat against the cold. The line they formed was less a queue and more a single, pulsating organism—a great, patient serpent of humanity that coiled around the entire block, its breath rising in a collective, smoky plume against the leaden winter sky, all united by a singular, improbable event.

The gravitational pull of this gathering was nothing short of cinematic history. For the first time since the seismic cultural shift of the 1979 revolution, an American film—not a bootleg VHS tape watched in a living room with the curtains drawn, but an official, state-sanctioned print—was being projected onto the big screen in Tehran. And not just any film. It was Dances with Wolves, Kevin Costner’s three-hour opus to a vanished American frontier. This was not a movie of quick cuts and easy answers; it was a sweeping, meditative epic of buffalo stampedes that made the very walls of the cinema tremble, of Lakota dialogue whispered with reverence and adorned with Persian subtitles, and of a lonely lieutenant finding his soul not in battle, but in the silent communion of a wolf and the wide-open embrace of a stolen land.

This was far more than a mere screening; it was a cultural event, a fissure in the everyday, and no self-respecting cinephile, intellectual, or simply curious soul was going to miss it. The line itself became its own kind of spectacle, a silent, freezing vigil of anticipation. It was so profoundly long that one could have filmed a poignant, tragicomic movie about the people waiting in it—the students sharing a thermos of tea, the elderly couple leaning on one another for warmth, the young artists sketching the scene on frozen pads of paper. The inevitable spoiler to that meta-movie was that a great many never even made it inside. The crowd was simply too colossal. As the evening bled into night, hope dwindled for those at the tail end.
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Iranian poster for Dances with Wolves (translated in Iran as Bā gurg’hā mīraqsad), directed by Kevin Costner, 1990.
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Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Cinema Azadi and Cinema Shahr-i Qissah occupied a central role in Tehran’s cinematic culture, functioning as the principal screening locations for the Fajr Film Festival during this period.


Dozens were left outside, reduced to pressing their noses and fingertips against the cold, fogged glass of the cinema doors like forlorn children outside a confectioner’s window, catching mere, tantalizing glimpses of a mythic America unfolding in flickering shadows and muffled sound within.

Inside, sensing the electric tension and the potential for a riot of disappointed, film-hungry fans, the cinema owner—a man undoubtedly sweating bullets beneath his thick parka, his nerves stretched taut—made a desperate, spontaneous decision. He paused, perhaps mopping his brow or nervously touching the well-trimmed edges of his tiny Clark Gable mustache, before pushing open the main doors to address the frozen multitude. He announced an additional, unprecedented midnight screening. Midnight! In Tehran! With Kevin Costner! In the depths of winter! A wave of disbelief, then euphoria, rippled through the shivering crowd. Instead of dissipating into the bitter night, they held their ground, their resolve hardening.

A ragged, powerful cheer went up, cutting through the icy silence.

A deep, collective yearning to be transported: to see the wide-open prairies they would never tread; to hear the soaring, sentimental score that promised a different kind of freedom; to watch the proud Indians trying to preserve their land; to watch a single man—as always in Western movies—ride a horse across the endless grass in glorious, heartachingly beautiful slow motion.

But what was the status of American cinema in Iran before the 1979 Revolution, during the era of the Shah? What kinds of Hollywood films were being screened in Iranian theaters? How did Iranian audiences respond to them? Who exactly was watching these films—which social classes, age groups, or cultural circles? Which movies were the most popular, and why did they resonate with local viewers? And beyond that, in what ways did American cinema impact the evolution of the Iranian film industry, including its screenwriting, direction, and acting techniques?

This book, in its own humble way, seeks to explore these questions and shed light on the cultural and cinematic exchange between the United States and Iran during the Pahlavī era: a time when Western pop culture played a significant role in shaping urban lifestyles and cinematic tastes in the country.




The earliest major milestone (20s, 30s)

The first significant entry of the American film industry into Iran can be traced back to around 1945, shortly after the end of World War II.

Before World War II, Rizā Shah maintained strong diplomatic and economic ties with Germany, which had become one of Iran’s major trade and industrial partners. As a result, German cultural influence grew significantly in Iran during the 1930s, and one of the most visible aspects of this was the increased presence of German cinema. Films produced by the German company UFA (Universum Film AG), one of Europe’s most powerful film studios at the time, were screened in Iranian cinemas more frequently than films from most other foreign countries.

“From a commercial point of view, the UFA group had operated beyond Germany’s national borders since its founding, pursuing a strategy of expanding its spheres of influence. The company’s activities abroad aimed, quite simply, to establish a media empire on a European scale […] to create a European center capable of counterbalancing Hollywood.”1

In 1921, at the outset of Reza Shah’s reign, Tehran contained eight cinemas, situated predominantly in the affluent northern quarters of the city. Reza Shah maintained that rapid intervention was necessary to provide educational opportunities and broaden the horizons of residents in impoverished districts—a predominantly illiterate population— through film viewing. He promoted cinema as an intellectually engaging and didactic form of recreation, positing that it would deter attendance at less reputable venues of leisure. Consequently, these marginalized neighborhoods would soon acquire their own movie theater, designated the “Tāmaddon” (Civilization). Initially, due to a certain distrust of this "new thing," people, for whom religious belief was important, kept their distance from these dark rooms and refused to enter. As Tahami-Nejad notes in his article, this reluctance was so profound that on several occasions, police intervention was required to compel attendance.2

“ One day, Reza Shah asked General Dargāhī, the Chief of Police, about the number and location of the city’s cinema halls. Dargahi reported that fifteen cinemas were operating in the northern districts. The Shah then asked about the southern parts of the city, and Dargahi admitted that no cinemas had yet been established there. Hearing this, Reza Shah paused for a moment and then gave a firm order: a cinema was to be built on Ismail Bazzar Street (later known as Molavi Street) […] Cinema Tāmaddon opened on the appointed date, as ordered by General Dargāhī, with a film featuring Richard Talmadge. Ticket prices were set at one, two, and three rials. In its early days, Cinema Tāmaddon’s screenings garnered significant public attention.”3

While American films had already trickled into the country—including Charlie Chaplin’s silent shorts, early Tarzan adventures, and other popular titles being screened in small, privately owned theaters in Tehran and other major cities—these were sporadic and mostly unofficial showings, with the films often imported by private distributors or cinema owners with foreign connections.

“ These movie theaters showed American films and serials [in the 1930s]. These included: Jungle Girl, Tarzan, the serials of Ruth Roland,4 The White Eagle and the Black Secrets, The Secrets of New York (The Exploits of Elaine), and, above all, every film starring Richard Talmadge [the first and most popular American actor in Iran at the time].” 5

Over time, and gradually, as American distributors sought to compete with German cinema.

“Their film imports to Iran increased by 60% in 1940, and by 70% to even 80% in 1943–1944.”6

An increasing number of American films were screened in Tehran, particularly in some of the most important and prestigious theaters, such as Cinema Māyāk.7

“The Māyāk (founded in 1928) 8, for the first time screened Douglas Fairbanks' film The Thief of Bagdad simultaneously with the rest of the world […] One of the American films that was most popular in Iran at the time was Uncle Tom's Cabin.”9

Some of the other U.S. films screened at that time included:10

Pedar-e Pā-boland

Daddy Long Legs (1931)

Director: Alfred Santell

Rasputīn

Rasputin and the Empress (1932)

Director: Richard Boleslawski

‘Ālam-e Asrār-e Sīyāh

The Black Secret (1919)

Director: George B. Seitz

Savār-e Gheibī

The Masked Rider (1919, serial)

Director: Aubrey M. Kennedy

Majārahā-ye Āqā-ye Hārdi

The Andy Hardy (a series of 16 films starring Mickey Rooney in the role), produced by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, was widely screened in Iranian cinemas in the late 1930s and 1940s.

Khiyānat-e Gheyr-e Qābel-e Bakhshīdesh

The Unpardonable Sin (1919), silent film

Directed by Marshall Neilan
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Khiyānat-e Gheyr-e Qābel-e Bakhshīdesh ,The Unpardonable Sin (1919), silent film. Directed by Marshall Neilan


Here is the table showing the number of films screened in Iran, classified by nationality, between 1928 and 1930:11


	
	1928
	1929
	1930


	U.S.A
	133
	227
	145


	France
	100
	110
	94


	Allemagne
	30
	47
	60


	Russe
	32
	57
	42


	Autres pays (de

l’est

principalement)
	10
	19
	6


	Total
	305
	460
	347
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The first cinematic link between the United States and Iran dates back to 1924, when a film crew led by Merian C. Cooper traveled to Iran to document the migration of the Bakhtiari tribe (Air Force Magazine, January 1948, vol. 31, no. 1, p. 35).12


It was not until after 1945, however, that Iranian audiences saw a more organized and institutional introduction of American cinema. This coincided with growing U.S. global cultural influence and its strategy of soft power during the early years of the Cold War. Agencies such as the United States Information Agency (USIA),13 possibly with the support of institutions like the American Film Institute or related cultural organizations, facilitated the import and distribution of selected American films in Iran. These were shown not just for entertainment, but also as part of educational and cultural exchange programs.

This period laid the groundwork for the eventual widespread popularity of Hollywood films in Iran, especially during the 1950s to 1970s, when American movies became a staple of urban entertainment, influencing not only audiences but also a new generation of Iranian filmmakers. The goals of this early cinematic presence were twofold:


	To promote American culture and values through Hollywood storytelling, thereby offering Iranian audiences a window into American life, ideals, and technologies.

	To introduce and popularize modern film as a medium of both education and entertainment. Screenings often included documentaries, educational reels, and films intended to teach ideas such as hygiene, modernization, democratic values, and technological progress.


The USIA organized training programs to teach Iranians how to produce news reports and documentary films.14 This system allowed the Americans, in a certain way, to create propaganda films in the form of newsreels or documentaries made by their Iranian trainees. For many Iranians living in remote villages and towns, these films were their very first encounter with cinema, as they were shown all over the country thanks to “mobile cinema”—a traveling cinema system using a van and a projector as a sort of itinerant film screening unit.15 These mobile cinemas extended reach, as the number of cinemas in 1945 did not exceed 35 across the entire country, with 13 located in Tehran. Only 5% of the population attended movie theaters.16

In order to launch their film operations, the Americans needed efficient and “native” intermediaries to help establish their branches in Iran. Thus, the first cinema operators in Iran emerged. These pioneering investors secured the earliest contracts with American film companies, while many of the domestic exhibitors were drawn from Iran’s Jewish and Armenian immigrant communities.17 It is quite plausible that the interactions with these companies were easier for Armenians and Jews than for Muslim Iranians. This is due, on one hand, to their dual cultural background and language, and on the other hand, because this type of business was still considered “haram” (forbidden or sinful) by many Muslim Iranians.

Among the new cinema owners during this period, notable names include:

Emil Zorkov and his brother Arthur Zorkov (Russian-Jewish émigrés, coming from Germany),

Kogan (the Russian version of the Jewish surname Cohen),

Arnold Yaʿqūbzādah (also known as Haroon Jacobson, a Russian-Jewish émigré),18

Gerisha Zacariyan (Armenian)19 and an Iranian, ‛Alī Vakīlī.20

These Russians had arrived in Iran following the October Revolution in Russia, which brought about significant political and social changes in the region. Thanks to these new investors, the number of movie theaters soon increased to 80 by the end of 1950, 142 by 1960, and 238 in 196321 (the year of the launch of the White Revolution by the Shah).22
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In 1970, the total number of movie theaters in Iran was 440.23
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It was an American film that celebrated the inauguration of the Grand Cinema, one of Iran’s earliest cinemas, on Sunday, September 25, 1926. « The feature shown was Part One of the American serial The Tiger's Trail, a 1919 adventure film starring Ruth Roland and directed by Robert Ellis, Louis J. Gasnier, and Paul Hurst. » Ittilā‛āt(newspaper), no. 36 (1926), 4. The image on the right is an advertisement for the same film, published in the newspaper Ittilā‛āt on May 9, 1931.
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An advertisement in Ittilā‛āt newspaper (April 1931) for a movie starring Richard Talmadge. Talmadge was one of the most popular American actors in Iran during the 1930s and 1940s.24
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An advertisement for The Gang’s All Here (1943), directed by Busby Berkeley, it highlights the names of its leading actresses—Alice Faye and Carmen Miranda—an uncommon practice in Iranian advertising during the 1940s. The advertisement also presents the film under its Persian title, « Abandoned Maiden ». Ittilā‛āt, April, 1946.
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A screening of Charlie Chan at Treasure Island (1939), directed by Norman Foster, was announced in the Iranian satirical magazine Bâbâ Shamâl in 1943.
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A movie program from 1944 in Tehran lists three films, of which only one might be American; the title appears to be Hidden Gold (1940), directed by Lesley Selander. Ittilā‛āt, March 1944.
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Cinema program advertisement from Tehran, 1942, featuring a lineup composed predominantly of American films, including Swiss Family Robinson (1940, dir. Edward Ludwig), Prisoners of Love (1921, dir. Arthur Rosson), Wings of the Navy (1939, dir. Lloyd Bacon), and Only the Brave (1930, dir. Frank Tuttle). The advertisement specifies that English-language films were screened in their original versions. Ittilā‛āt (newspaper), no. 4974 (1942).
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Advertisement for Rostam Amrikāʾī (“American Rostam”), which apparently referred to the Superman animated film series directed by Dave Fleischer. The advertisement also announced several short films about Fawzia of Egypt (the Shah’s wife at the time) and their daughter Shahnaz Pahlavi. Ittilāʿāt, November 1946.
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A cinema-theater program from 1942 documents the exhibition of several American films, including Fast and Furious (1939, dir. Busby Berkeley); Sweetie (1929, dir. Frank Tuttle); Special Inspector (also known as Across the Border, 1938, dir. Leon Barsha); The Swan (1925, dir. Dmitriy Bukhovetskiy); and Nurse Edith Cavell (1939, dir. Herbert Wilcox). Of the nine films listed in the program, five were American, while the remaining titles included one Soviet and one French production, among others. This distribution underscores the growing dominance of American cinema within Tehran’s exhibition circuits during the early 1940s. Significantly, advertisements from this earlier period typically mentioned only the film title, whereas by the 1950s they began to incorporate more detailed promotional information for American films, including the names of leading actors and actresses. This shift indicates the increasing salience of Hollywood’s star system in the Iranian context, where recognizable performers came to function as indicators of production quality and as mechanisms for mitigating commercial risk. By the end of 1950s, star visibility had thus become an integral component of American films’ marketability in Iranian movie theaters. Ittilā‛āt (newspaper), No. 4937, 1942.
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An advertisement for My Reputation (1946), directed by Curtis Bernhardt, foregrounds the name of actress Barbara Stanwyck, illustrating how the extensive circulation of American films in Iran during the 1940s and 1950s contributed to the increasing popularity of American actors and actresses. As Hollywood films became more widely exhibited, star names acquired promotional value and were increasingly used to attract Iranianaudiences. Ittilā‛āt (newspaper), No. 7194, 6th of April 1950.
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An advertisement for Jane Eyre (1943), directed by Robert Stevenson, prominently mentions the names of its stars Orson Welles and Joan Fontaine. Ittilā‛āt, October, 1946.
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In 1942, the movie program in Tehran was notably dominated by war documentaries, with only a few fiction films. The only American title listed was You Only Live Once (1937), directed by Fritz Lang, and the advertisement highlighted the actor Henry Fonda. Ittilā‛āt, 1942.
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Advertisement for The Firefly (1937), directed by Robert Z. Leonard, prominently mentions the names of its stars Jeanette MacDonald and Allan Jones. Ittilā‛āt, February, 1946.
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A Tehran cinema program from 1943 listed three films—one French, one British, and one Soviet—with no American title among them. This may suggest that Hollywood cinema was comparatively less prominent in Iran’s wartime exhibition circuit than European and Soviet productions. Ittilā‛āt, November, 1943.
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In the same newspaper, an advertisement for The Gal Who Took the West (1949), directed by Frederick de Cordova, prominently features its star ensemble— Yvonne De Carlo, Charles Coburn, Scott Brady, and John Russell. Ittilā‛āt, March 20, 1950.
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Hollywood, an Iranian film magazine (1943–1946). The first issue of Hollywood magazine, comprising twenty pages with a black-and-white cover and printed on high-quality paper at the Parliament Printing House, was published in July 1943 and sold for 10 rials. Ali Asghar Amir Mo’ez served as both manager and editor-in-chief of Hollywood. The magazine published a total of thirty-three issues between 1943 and 1946. Shown here is a promotional image from the October 1943 issue advertising the American comedy-drama film Kathleen (1941), directed by Harold S. Bucquet and starring Shirley Temple and Laraine Day.
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Advertisement for The Great Dictator (1940), directed by Charlie Chaplin, Ittilā‛āt (newspaper), 1946, p. 2.
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Advertisement for a screening organized by the Armenian school in Tehran at the Armenian cinema, presenting a film for a female audience: The Santa Fe Trail (1923), an American silent Western serial directed by Ashton Dearholt and Robert Dillon. The film is now considered lost. Ittilā‛āt, 1927, number 443.
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Advertisement for The Master Mystery (1918), an American silent mystery serial film in 15 installments, directed by Harry Grossman and Burton L. King. Ittilā‛āt, 1926.
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An advertisement for the film White Cargo (1942), directed by Richard Thorpe. The name of the actress Hedy Lamarr is mentioned several times, and her character’s name in the film (Tondelayo) is also highlighted, which was chosen as the title of the film, reflecting the actress’s great popularity in Iran in the 1940s. Ittilā‛āt, 1945.
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A publicity still for The Bridge of San Luis Rey (1944), directed by Rowland V. Lee. The name of Lynn Bari, the leading actress, is also mentioned. Ittilā‛āt, 1946.
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A cinema program from Tehran in 1950 illustrates the prominent exhibition of American films during the post-World War II period. The documented lineup featured the following productions: Flash Gordon (1936), a science-fiction serial comprising 13 chapters, directed by Frederick Stephani. Bagdad (1949), directed by Charles Lamont. The Time of Their Lives (1946), directed by Charles Barton. Coroner Creek (1948), directed by Ray Enright. Ittilā‛āt (newspaper), 1950.




1 Klaus Kreimeier, The UFA Story: A History of Germany’s Greatest Film Company 1918-1945, transl. Robert & Rita Kimber (University of California Press, 1996).

2 Tahami-Nejad, Muḥammad. “Rīshah-yābī-i yas dar sīnimā-yi imrūz-i Īrān [An Analysis of the Reasons for Failure in Today’s Iranian Cinema], Talash, no. 73 (1977), 16.

3 Ghulām Ḥaydarī in Tārīkh-i Taḥlīlī-i Ṣad Sāl-i Sīnamā-yi Īrān (An Analytical History of One Hundred Years of Iranian Cinema) (Tehran: Pajūhesh Farhangī, 2001), 31, 32.

4 One prominent example of this genre was the fifteen-episode serial Ruth of the Range, which featured the eponymous heroine, Ruth Roland, in a narrative centered on her attempt to rescue her father. He had been abducted by a criminal gang seeking to extract the secret of his invention, "Fuelite," a purported substitute for coal. The serial constituted


























	Land reform;

	Profit-sharing for industrial workers in the private sector;

	Nationalization of forests and pastures;

	An amendment of the electoral law to allow for broader representation of workers and farmers;

	The sale of some state-owned factories to finance the land reform program;

	The creation of the Sepah-e Danesh (Literacy Corps), a new body of men and women performing their civil service, who were tasked with traveling to villages to promote literacy.
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