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|SHIRIN

(IRAN)

Produced by Abbaz Kiarostami, Hamideh
Razavi.

Directed by Abbas Kiarostami. Screen-
play, Mohammad Eahmanian, based on the
poem “Khosrow e Shirin™ by Farrideh Gol-
bou. Camera (color, HD), Gelareh Kiazand;
editor, Kiarostami, Arash Sadeghi; musie,
Morteza Hananeh, Hossein Dehlavi;
sound, M. Reza Delpak; casting, Hedieh
Tehrani. Reviewed at Venice Film Festi-
val (noncompeting), Aug. 27, 2009, Run-
ning time: 94 MIN.

With: Juliette Binoche.

By RONNIE SCHEIB

hough his name continues

to pop up regularly as writer

or story man on a good
chunk of Iranian cinema, Abbas
Kiarostami himself has not filmed
anything even vaguely commercial
since 2002’s “Ten.” The mae-
stro has disappeared into making
more abstract, experimental in-
stallations, theater pieces and
films (“Five™). His latest,
“Shirin,” wherein 112 Iranian ac-
tresses and Juliette Binoche are
shot watching a 12th-century Per-
sian play, with the play’s perfor-
mance itself kept entirely off-
screen, is unlikely to pack 'em in.
Yet “Shirin” offers a feast for the
bedazzled eve and a crash course
in narrative obsession for the be-
numbed mind.

“Shirin” takes the film-the-audi-
ence conceit of “Where Is My
Romeo?,” Kiarostami’s three-
minute segment of the 2007
anthology “To Each His
Own Cinema,” and ex-
pands it into a 92-minute
film. Admittedly, the
viewership for such a
zelf-reflective exercize
will prove smaller than
that for Kiarostami's
more mainstream
oeuvre. But in
contrast with
the wind and
water 1In

his minimalist “Five,” the women's
faces here tell a compelling story, in-
directly implying or reconstructing
the unseen narrative.

The play, told in telescoping flash-
backs, concerns a love triangle be-
tween an Iranian king, an Armenian
queen and an Iranian sculptor. Yet
the offsereen spectacle remains a
mystery since Kiarostami's produe-
tion is improbably rich in sound ef-
fects that hardly seem theater-
friendly: Crows caw, full orchestras
play, brooks babble, and noble
steeds gallop, neigh and whinny.

Meanwhile the women, each indi-
vidually framed by an immobile
camera against empty seats or with
other women (and an occasional
man) partly visible in the soft-focus
background, form a brilliantly com-
posed, sensually vibrant visual
text. All the Sturm und Drang of
the offsereen pageantry functions
as mere pretext for the richness of
emotions that flit across their
watching faces. Kiarostami fabri-
cates a fascinating tension between
film narrative and film imagery, the
spectators’ closeups simultaneously
reading as a ghostly reflection of
theatrical artifice and as the story
itself.

In reality, the different actresses
were shot facing an abstract, blank
space with three dots. Later, dia-
logue and sound effects were crafted
and the whole audiovisual interrela-
tionship painstakingly edited to-
gether after the fact.

Like “Ten,” “Shirin” comes across
as Inescapably feminist, suggesting
Kiarostami’s personal stake in em-

ploying Iranian actresses
whose talents he has never
before tapped. The film
also tips toward feminism
in that the younger, pret-
tier faces are not neces-
sarily the ones that cap-
ture the eve. Juliette

Binoche, bare of makeup

and draped in a drab veil,
appears almost more
[ranian than the
Iramans.

HD credits
are aces.
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