


[image: ]





This book examines the significance of filming locations in pre-revolutionary Iranian cinema (1930–1979), highlighting their pivotal role in reflecting the everyday life and cultural essence of the era.

Iconic locations such as Qahvah’khānah (coffeehouse or teahouse), Zūr’khānah (traditional place for sports), Hammām (bathhouse), Ziyārat’gāh (places of worship, mosques), Khānah (family home), the place of gathering, refuge, love, and stability, and Qabristān (cemetery) served not only as cinematic backdrops but also as spaces imbued with social rituals and cultural symbolism. These settings provided directors with a means to authentically engage audiences by embedding familiar elements into their narratives, enriching storytelling, and advancing plotlines. By analyzing the integration of these locations in classic Iranian cinema, the book underscores their contribution to shaping the visual and narrative identity of this influential period.
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Behind the scenes: KHĀK (The Soil, 1970)

directed by Mas‛ūd Kīmiyāʾī.





To my mother and my father,

and to the dreamers who gave

Iranian cinema its first light…
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The choice of location was a crucial aspect in the creation of most Iranian films from the 1930s to the end of the 1970s. These locations depicted in Iranian cinema become significant parts of the story in and of themselves, offering unique windows into the everyday life and culture of the pre-revolutionary period, as well as the richness and significance of Iranian history and culture overall. Film locations provided backdrops and shelter, served as sites for rituals, and were more often than not integral to the story, representing specific aspects of Iranian society and culture. As well, given their ubiquitous if non-speaking presence in Iranian cinema, film locations were not only physical spaces but also symbols of social interaction, religious practices, and familial dynamics, all of which added depth and intrigue to the narrative.

Over time, the locations used in the pre-revolutionary Iranian cinema have become vital elements in the films themselves, as important as the directors, producers, actors, and others involved in their creation. Indeed, it is impossible to watch a movie from the period and not mention one or more of these locations, including:


	Qahvah’khānah (coffeehouse or teahouse), representing socio-cultural life,

	Zūr’khānah (traditional place for sports), representative of social and physical life,

	Hammām (bathhouse), indicative of communal bathing and socializing,

	Ziyārat’gāh (places of worship, mosques), depicting religious and spiritual significance,

	Khānah (family home), the place of gathering, refuge, love, and stability, and

	Qabristān (cemetery), representing the end of life, and the fragility and decadence of material life.


In what follows, I attend to each of these important types of film locations in this vibrant period of cinema in Iran. I showcase each type and their various aspects (especially concerning the khānah), through examples with still images from relevant films of the era. I also employ insights and observations drawn from travellers, historians, and others who have recognized the vital import of these various spaces to Iranian society and culture through the ages into the pre-revolutionary period. In so doing, this article offers an overview of the important roles and influences that these particular locations, settings, spaces, buildings, and architecture—and the symbolic, social, cultural, and even political meanings attached to them—have had and continue to play in Iranian cinema.




Qahvah’khānah: The Typical Filming Location in Iranian Cinema

Iranians’ most popular amusement spots of the 19th century were the Qahvah’khānahs, which were situated in the gardens and provided tea and narghile. In the summer, ice cream was also sold… A basin was located in the center of the Qahvah’khānah, and people would sit on coffee house beds surrounding the pool… An open space was provided for artists to practice and perform their dance, singing, drama, or poetry reading. The Naqqāls, who were storytellers, were also present. Thus, the Qahvah’khānahs were the first places where people gathered and expressed themselves through oral and artistic means.1

The first Iranian film, Dukhtar-i Lur (Lor Girl, 1932), marked the beginning of the Qahvah’khānah’s role in Iranian cinema. This historical landmark, with its unique architecture and cultural significance, soon became a popular and often-used filming location. Further, its presence in early Iranian films set a precedent for its continued use, establishing it as a symbol of Iranian cinema’s connection to its cultural roots.
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Figure 1. A painting of naqqālī depicting the story of Rustam and Sohrāb from the Shāh’nāmah (The Book of Kings).
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Figure 2. A painting of pardah-khānī illustrating ʿAbbās ibn ʿAlī at the Battle of Karbala, by the Persian painter ʿAbbās al-Mūsavī.


At first, this place was a traditional gathering and gossip spot for men, where they would smoke hookahs and drink coffee. Over time, coffee was replaced by tea, but these locations continued to be referred to as the House of Coffee (i.e., Qahvah’khānah). These coffee-turned-tea houses are glowingly described by the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century French traveller Jean Chardin in his book Voyage en Perse (Travels in Persia): “The most stunning places in towns are usually Tea Houses that are large, spacious and have elevated drawing rooms of varying shapes. They serve as meeting points and entertainment venues for the locals.” 2

The Qahvah’khānah has been a male space in Iran since the beginning of the seventeenth century, and it has not changed much since then. 3 As noted by Aladin Goushegir: “Cafes are permanently present in Iran as a masculine public area. Women have only been able to enjoy public spaces since the second half of the twentieth century, when cafe-restaurants or cafe-pastries were introduced, particularly in Tehran.”4

While undeniably restricted in terms of gender, the Qahvah’khānah was a unique space for conversation, a place where any thought could be expressed without fear of embarrassment. In an era before the press or radio, the Qahvah’khānah stood as the sole arena for exchanging, communicating, and receiving information, where free expression was not just exceptional, but a rare and cherished privilege. As Chardin further remarks, “There is conversation because that’s where the news is spouted, and where politicians freely criticize the government.”5 In addition, and again from Goushegir, it is clear that these establishments drew the ire of authorities who sought to control those who employed them as spaces of communication, critical thought, and discussion. As Goushegir writes, “Tavernier mentions political discussions in Isfahan cafes during the seventeenth century. A situation that was managed by the authorities. Following the king’s directive, a cleric was to come and deliver a speech, and at the end, encourage customers to leave the cafe and go to work.”6

These gathering places were also hotbeds of art and popular culture, particularly in the latter half of the nineteenth century and the start of the twentieth century. As noted in the opening epigraph to this section by Hamīd Shuʿāʿī, one of the most significant cultural phenomena was naqqālī (storytelling). In this way, one can understand how the Qahvah’khānah, a type of cafe theater, emerged as a precursor to the cinema—no doubt due in part to the fact that Naqqāls, the storytellers, often used images as one of their primary tools of narration (see Figures 1 through 4). These elaborate oil paintings, sometimes spanning up to ten meters, served as visual aids for their tales; while the Naqqāl would narrate the story, they would use the appropriate picture to enhance the narrative. 7 However, while very popular in their time, these performances could not resist the invasion of cinema, and especially television, into the cultural lives of Iranians. With the advent of television in particular, the Naqqāl was gradually replaced by these electronic devices.
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Figures 3. The advent of the Tus Festival (Jashnvārah-yi Tūs, 1975) saw a resurgence in the popularity of naqqālī in the Qahvah’khānahs. Photo from the newspaper Rastākhiz-i Kārgarān 24 (1975), 31.
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Figures 4. Naqqālī in Riqābat dar shahr—also called, Junūb Shahr (South of the City, 1958) directed by Farrukh Ghaffārī.
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Figure 5. An article in the Rastākhīz newspaper about Qahvah’khānah, published in 1978, and titled “The Youth Are Fond of Qahvah’khānah.”


The Modern Café

In Iranian cinema, two types of café can broadly be distinguished: the traditional café serving tea (e.g., the Qahvah’khānah) and the modern café serving alcohol. The Second World War and the subsequent entry of the British and Russian armies into the country necessitated the adaptation of the Qahvah’khānah to the preferences of foreign soldiers, their new “clientele.” Traditional cafe proprietors began modernizing their establishments in response to the influx of these new “guests” (i.e., foreign soldiers). This entailed a change in décor, the substitution of tea for alcohol, the addition of music and dancers, and other modifications. Over time, these establishments gained in popularity. Even after the foreign clientele (i.e., the invaders) had departed, people continued to frequent these places. As noted by Caroline Gazaï and Geneviève Gaillet, “Cabarets were inaugurated in major hotels, along with several nightclubs (cafes), which were replicas of establishments in the West.” 8

These new, distinctly masculine spaces of indulgence are strikingly similar to the saloons depicted in classic Western films. These locales where individuals imbibe
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