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We politicians, administrators of the state, are often asked for rapid solutions, immediate
responses, to the problems created in society. Fortunately, artists, who with their creations
reflect on reality and help to question what we are and what all of us do every day, pointing to
the ways and means to live with a deeper awareness of existence, have more time available to
work in. Above all if they are of the kind who bet heavily on the individual freedom of the artist,
as is the case with Victor Erice and Abbas Kiarostami, now brought together in an exhibition at
the Centre de Cultura Contemporania de Barcelona.

The importance of this exhibition’s approach lies in presenting two filmmakers side by side,
filmmakers who independently of their origins—one is Spanish; the other, Iranian—share a
profound and deliberate vision of reality, and especially of the tension between the individual
and society, a basic feature of the CCCB'’s philosophy. Two quintessential filmmakers in today’s
cinema, two researchers of incorruptible independence who work to further the expressive poten-
tial and capacity of cinema a century after its invention, by frequently regressing—in a way less
paradoxical that it mmay seem—to the starkness and primal force of the cinema of the pioneers.

Itis an honour for the CCCB that the two of them have agreed to share their art and their time
and to establish this dialogue in the form of an exhibition. A dialogue of images which is an
essential component of their cinema and is presented here as an approach to two open-ended
oeuvres which are not exhausted in the footage of their films but go beyond them, and which—so
[ hope—will give us yet new and excellent fruits in the future.

Lastly, Iam happy to emphasise, particularly in an era so riven by political confrontations at the
international scale, and often based on a reductionist or simplistic view of things, the fact that
between Erice and Kiarostami there exists an essential convergence, a deep affinity, albeit arising
in very different settings. Bringing their visions closer together, comparing their trajectories, is
converted, then, into a stimulating exercise in creative dialogue.

Celestino Corbacho
Presidentofthe Diputacid de Barcelona and of the CCCB Consortium



The Casa Encendida is privileged to participate in the encounter between two great filmmakers,
the Iranian Abbas Kiarostami and the Spaniard Victor Erice. Guided by Alain Bergala and Jordi
Ballg, the project curators, the directors have maintained a filmic correspondence which demon-
strates the similarities and parallels uniting two artists from such distinctive social, cultural
and aesthetic contexts.

Their filmographies share a taste for a slow, temporally sustained narration and for focussing
our attention on those elements that pass unnoticed yet which contain entire worlds; in short,
the gaze attributed to children, recurring characters in both oeuvres and whose viewpoint also
guides the exhibition. The vindication of the viewer is also clearly established via the film-
makers, incursions intootherfieldssuchas installation and photography, and in collaborations
with other artists like Antonio Lépez. Due to their twin correspondence the public will be able
to return to both directors the look the two of them defend in each of their works and to enjoy
little-known aspects of these creators, aspects that will provide their regular viewers with new
clues to understanding these oeuvres.

We hope that our collaboration with the Centre de Cultura Contemporania de Barcelona will
always be as fruitful as thisprojecthas been.

Carlos Marfa Martinez
General Manager of Obra Social Caja Madrid



The Twofold Childhood of Cinema

When we proposed to Abbas Kiarostamiand Victor Erice the mounting of an exhibition on their
respective careers they'd only met once before. This had been at a session of the Taormina Festival,
where they'd had the opportunity to express their mutual admiration. They weren't friends but
knew each other thanks to the universality of cinema language. It was probably due to this that
they didn't have to be asked twice when Alain Bergala and Jordi Ballé explained their idea to
them about a joint exhibition. The cinema—a certain way of understanding cinema—was their
common ground. And it was this basis, and not friendship or personal knowledge, which lent
meaning to the project. Later, when they'd already agreed to participate, they saw each other for
aday in Thessaloniki, and exchanged a couple of e-matils. The rest has been a matter of cinema.
Cinema—the main language of these two artists—has served to depict in images the dialogue
between two directors who only knew each other through their films.

Exhibitions—Ilike all creative genres—have their own internal codes. A bad exhibition is one
that shows things that might have been better presented in some other way. “Erice-Kiarostami.
Correspondences” 1s the location, at once physical and mental, in which a dialogue takes shape
between two artists—between a cinema and its referents—that would hardly have come about
using other means. Thus, for instance, Antonio Lépez’s paintings can coexist directly with
Victor Erice’s speculations about them, and Kiarostami’s photos and installations pass the test
of contactwith his cinema. And thus, especially, the correspondence between two people who are
from cinema and who therefore agree to write to each other in shots and not words, can take shape
inall its intensity as part and parcel of two cinematic trajectories that are two ways of looking at
the world, with many points of contact, from behind a camera.

Creativity ceases to be a solitary exercise the moment the work exists and goes off in search of
other people, who are the ones who truly endow it with meaning. Here, this exercise has an initial
part created between two. When the exhibition reaches the public it will have the added value
given it by the encounter between two artists who, without meeting, knew of each other. And
who have had the generosity to test what happens when their creative works are shown conjointly.
Artists are accustomed to keeping themselves to themselves and they prefer to ride alone. Here,
not only are they exhibited alongside one another but ata certain moment they combine to knit
the experience of filmic correspondence together. This is a way of symbolising that any artist is
part of a long chain that he hasnt begun and which he will not finish.

The common ground is childhood: the childhood of cinema and the cinema of childhood.
Cinema has two characteristics that differentiate it from other arts: it’s relatively new—it’s just
over a century old—and consequently 1t possesses an absolutely precise history. Any filmmaker
knows who his ancestors are. The newness and rapid succession of cinema, as if it were a peren-
niallanguage which furnishes icons and ingredients for the child’s imagination and for formative
novels, has to do with the thinking of two unusual filmmakers. The twofold childhood of cinema
is, finally, about the correspondence Erice and Kiarostami have maintained with the help of their
ballpoint pen: the movie camera. It's their way of writing.

Josep Ramoneda
Director of the CCCB
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Asluck would have it Abbas Kiarostami and Victor Erice are born a week apart, the first in Iran
(in Teheran) on 22 June 1940, the second in Spain (in Karrantza) on 30 June 1940.

Their personal history is to mean that the two of them will become filmmakers, Abbas Kiar-
ostami by taking a circuitous path and Victor Erice via the more classical route of a cinema
school. Bothare now internationally renowned filmmakers and have become, in their respective
countries, leading lights for the younger generation of directors, who consider them to be exem-
plary “big brothers” and amicable “masters”. The two of them have placed their personal imprint
on their national cinema, their work being inscribed therein as a kind of beacon, in both cases the
most representative of their generation, a somewhat lost generation in cinema history, the one
which is to start making films in the 1970s, following the great efflorescence of the 6os.

For both parties this personal history is inscribed within the more painful History of their
respective countries. As adults the two of them have lived through a radical change of political
regime, withall that this means by way ofan upheaval withineveryday life, an openness towards
other cultures, morals, censorship, the possibility of artistic expression. For Victor Erice this
rupture, the end of Francoism and the advent of a democratic regime comes about within two
years of the making of his first film, The Spirit of the Beehive, in 1973, while censorship will only be
abolished in Spainin19yy. For AbbasKiarostami itisafew yearslater inthe same decade, in19y9,
that theIslamic Revolution is to cause his country to make the switch from the old regime of the
Shah to the Islamic Republic of today. These two changes of regime have nothing in common,
obviously, except that to be born, to grow up and to be formed as a filmmaker, artist or intellec-
tual in an extreme historical and political situation, with all that this entails by way of censor-
ship, cultural frustration, trickery, prudence, but also of courage and a taste for freedom, and to
find oneself in one’s thirties, fully mature, faced with a radically different situation, other rules

ta

Erice - Kiarostami:
The Pathways of Creation

Alain Bergala




And Life Goes On

of social intercourse, other ideologies, other kinds of limitation, implies a further calling into
questionof theroleofartin societyand, for acreative person, of all that his own artistic practice
is. For Abbas Kiarostami, who has learnt to make films under the old regime in an educational
institution founded by the Shah’s wife, the Kanun, the Islamic Revolution has not necessarily
meant a gain in creative freedom but has brought him face to face with new forms of ideological
and religious pressure and censorship, and has called, in his case, for enormous strength of
conviction and attachment to his country in order to go on living and exercising his métier as
afilmmakerin Iran, even though international recognition has offered him the possibility of
going intoexileand freely producing his future films elsewhere.

Forboth men the political, cultural, ideological and social climate of the two periods they have
lived through (before and after the political change) has never tobe the declared subject of their
films. They share the same conviction that cinemais first and foremost an art of singularity,
that of the human beings whose story they tell and that of the actual world around them: their
house, their neighbours, their landscape, their way of life. They are obviously aware that these
modest, ordinary lives (the only ones in theireyesthat are worth taking the trouble to recount)
are partly determined by the overall situation of the society in which they are active. But in the
cinema it behoves them to make, this quintessentially human factor must never steal a march
on an attentive and modest approach to the singularity of their character. in their films one can
read the effects of the overall political situation in which their story takes place, but these signs
retain the opacity and areas of shadow that they havefortheir characters. The two of them have
always been convinced that neither the filmmaker nor the viewer must have the least superiority
nor the least prominence over the character, what happens to him, what he does and doesn’t
understand of the world in which he lives. We will know nothing more of the man who takes
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Where ls My Friend’s Howse?

without profiting from the access facilities to the financing of his film projects that success in
Cannes opened up for him.

Their first resemblance is, then, of the order of an intransigent morality of artistic creation.
This similarity is to be expressed in their filmsby an ethics of form that means that their films
have an unmistakable aesthetic kinship.

Bothhavebegun in cinema with a conviction that this art was, for them, indissociable from
the childhood of which they’ve made at once an origin and a subject. This profound similarity
marks their belonging to a generation of childrenand adolescentsborn during and just after the
war, of which Serge Daney and JeanLouis Schefer speak, whohavehad the indelible feeling very
early on that films had “concerned their childhood.” Of these films, miraculously encountered at
therightmomentas an overwhelming experience for thosewhowill beable to do nothing other
thanhenceforthdevote their lives to them in one way or another, Philippe Arnaud wrote: “They
are indispensable images that define us and forma sort of destiny which awaits us, a baffling
kind of knowledge since it’s in advance of us, forever stamped by an irremediable hallmarkin
whichweknow that this concerns us without understanding why.” The children of The Spirit of
the Beehive and The South (1983), those of Where Is My Friend’s House? (1987), And Life Goes On (1992)
and most of Kiarostami’s short films also perceive the world as an enigma whose key is at once
contained by and hidden in the visible. Aboveall, these are clairvoyant, silent children through
whom Erice and Kiarostami seek to rediscover the infancy of their art and an as-yet primitive,
magical vision of the mysteries of the world which was that of the children they have been. The
projection of Frankenstein in The Spirit of the Beehive and that of the coloured lamps on the walls
of the forbidden village in Where Is My Friend’s House ? are dependent on this same revelation of
theenigma of oneself and of one’s relationship with the world in a mysterious visible dimen-
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sion which is capable of provoking a foundational shudder. This resemblance renders even more
visible the basic difference between the child characters of the Spanish filmmaker—who live
this founding experience of the relationship to the world in terms of a protected milieu in which
they can return nice and warm to the family home, loved despite everything by parents with
whom they can converse—and those of the Iranian filmmaker, who are of ten much more alone
in the world, faced with parentsclosed toany genuine dialogue, and must seek out other adults,
met by chance, as guides and initiators, with the exception of the little boy in And Life Goes On.

Inan installation, Victor Erice has made a three-dimensional version of his decisive encounter
asa child with the cinema, in a troubling, magical place, a closed Casino, which relieson a film—
The Scarlet Claw—on which he has then posed, without having the answers, the essential ques-
tions about his relationship to the world, to adults, to death, to actors, about the relationship
between the screen and life.

Whatever the great differences between their mutual cultures of origin may be, Kiarostami and
Erice have always shared a taste fora cinema which takes the time to contemplate the things of
the world, tolookathuman beings confrontedby this enigma, a cinema of minute observation,
of patience and of attention to small things. Since their debuts in cinema, both have had the
conviction that therearenominor and no major themes, but that the vocation of the artist is to
give himself up to that inessentiality of which Maurice Blanchot said: “The risk of giving oneself
up to the inessential is itself essential [...] And whoever has a presentiment of it can no longer
steal away. Whoever is approached by it, evenif he hasrecognised in himself the risk of the ines-
sential, sees in this approach the essential, sacrifices to it all the truth and all the seriousness

Where Is My Friend's House?

The South



to which he nevertheless feels tied.” To make a work with a painter who paints an ordinary tree
in his garden—for Erice—or witha child who must return a schoolbook to his friend—for Kiar-
ostami—~means to place oneself at the core of this essential inessentiality of art, and to rejoin the
universal via the most singular.

Both directors have preferred a cinema of “the being-there of things” toa cinema of the tyranny
of sense and of narration, a cinema busy being made to a cinema of staged programme and
production values. But their cinema manifests, forall that, the same fierce refusal of flat natu-
ralism, and the world and people they film are also dependent on thought, on philosophical and
metaphysical speculation, on a multiple and fantastic perception of appearances. The almost
Franciscan respect for what is in front of the camera when they film is, for the two directors,
also that for the individuals around whom the film being made is based, and who are its most
fragile and most precious raw material. Kiarostamiand Erice have doubtless learnt a lot from the
real people who “play”in their films, actors or otherwise, and above all from the children before
whom no filmmaker candissimulateor take refuge behind some technique or other of directing
actors. Kiarostami has almost always refused professional actors and prefers to work with people
who contribute much of what they areto his films. Erice, who has always liked to haveactorsand
non-actors performing together, has, in The Quince Tree Sun (1992), made a film in which it becomes
impossible todistinguish between the real people (who play themselves) and the fictional aspect
that turns them, despite everything, into film characters. When Victor Erice films the painter’s
dream, he behaves like a pure fiction filmmaker, this dream being an absolute creation of cinema,
as arbitrary as the dreams of the characters of Buiiuel or Hitchcock have been.

Kiarostami and Ericealso have a “slowness policy” in common, which is the best of the current
acts of resistance to the accelerating rotation of cultural objects and to the pseudo-demands of

The Spirit of the Beehive



Bread and the Alley

an allegedly ever more impatient public. Both consider that time is their raw material and that
they must neither force nor brutalise it, but on the contrary humbly espouse its meanderings,
accept its rhythms, stases, blockages and accelerations, without which the work would have no
chance of inscribing itself in the longue durée of art and of transcending the fashions of cultural
consumption. Both are past masters in the art of the musical repetition of motifs and so rejoin
each other in a modern-serial postulating of their art. One has only to compare the scenes which
arerepeated, with subtle differences, in Antonio Lépez’s picture-makingin front of his quince
tree in The Quince Tree Sun, and the multiple takes, edited in a series of almost identical shots,
that the fictional filmmaker of Through the Olive Trees shoots, tobecomeaware of the capacity for
resistance of the two directors to the alleged expectation of film viewers who’d like something
new, different and surprising in everyscene. On the contrary, they trust in the viewers’ ability
to appreciate a more musical and subtler art based on repetition and difference, on seriality, on
the device; namely, on the pleasure of innerrecall produced by the film from scene toscene, and
not on the linear, amnesiac principle of effacing one sequence by the next. Both of them prefer
the tabular to the linear, and to allow the viewer the freedom to enjoy the musical variationsin
his own way rather than bearing him off in a headlong narrative flight of which hecanonlybe
the passive subject. This bit of freedom left to the viewer, invited to participate in the imagi-
nary elaboration of the film, relies on an aesthetic of the shot in which there is no question of
imposing what is important and what isn’t on him, as in standardised cinema which creates
ahierarchy among the figures through perspective, narrative découpage and editing. In their
cinema the screenis willingly treated as a flat surface where things are on an equal footing,
where the viewer is free to organise the trajectory of his gaze as he sees fit. And the scale of shots
is not necessarily that of classical cinema, geared to the characters’ function within the narra-
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tive, but a scale in which each species has aright to equal attention and at its shot scale (the bees
of The Spirit of the Beehive rhyme with theshots of insects in And LifeGoesOn), inwhich the setting
is as important as the figures who inhabit it and who are inhabited by it.

There’s nothing surprising about thefact that, based on this shared ethic and aesthetic, these
two filmmakers have ended up rejoining each other as to the favourite themes and motif's they
share: thelandscape, villages, paths, nature, the tree, but also silence, meditationand, of course,
childhood. Both are transfixed by the same fascination forwhat lies beneath the ground, for what
may surge up from it that is unforeseeable, for what is invisible to our rational intelligence and
which can only be glimpsed and approached through the mysteries of nature: a fog which covers
the hill, a cloud that hides the sun, a storm during the night, in Erice’s case; of an inexplicable
windwhich suddenly gets up in one shot, of the invisible man in the underground passage of The
Wind Will Carry Us (1999), or also of a nocturnal storm, in Kiarostami's.

Both, finally, are primitive filmmakers in the best sense of the word, namely, thatin their cinema
iheyrediscover the infancy of their art, yetat the same time are the mostradically modern film-
makers in indirectly behaving as contemporary visual artists, even, in their films: Kiarostami’s
iamous Z-shaped path partakes of the purest Land Art, and the mise en scéne of the quince tree of
The Quince Tree Sun, under its plastic hoop and with its “geometrical marks” added by the painter,
relies on the most up-to-date installation practices. For some time now Kiarostami has skipped
between the practice of cinema and thecreation of museum installations. His firsttwoinstalla-
tions are projectionson the ground of sleeping people (a couple inthefirst, a child in thesecond).
tn amorerecent, monumental and playful installation—Forest W ithout Leaves (2005)—the visitor
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Through the Olive Trees

is invited to stroll through an artificial forest of life-sized trees photographically reconstituted
fromthousands of digital photos.

Both have long been aware that cinema has everything to gain from working at the bound-
ariesof the other arts at this time, which is theirs: photography, video installations, painting.
They haveused photography as a frontier region of cinema, in a fascinated confrontation with
the immobile time of the still photo. Victor Erice has often filmed photographs in his fiction
films but has kept his own practice as a photographer a secret, while for Abbas Kiarostami
being a photographer has become an activity as essentialin his eyes as cinema, enabling him,
like poetry, to create images in the solitude of his contemplative and meditative wanderings
in nature.

For his part Victor Erice has had, along his way as a filmmaker, a decisive encounter with the
painter Antonio Lépez, which has given birth to a film which is one of the greatest that's ever
been made about creativity, The Quince Tree Sun, in which he confronts as no one had done before
him since Le Mysteére Picasso—and in a radically different way—the act of painterly creation and
the act of cinematic creation. Victor Erice has wished to present some of the painter’s pictures
in an exhibition setting, but has posed himself a filmmaker-type question on this subject—how
does one accompany the visitor’s gaze in this confrontation with a painting?—and has setup a
system of lighting and sound in order to smoothly organise this encounter, which can only be
anintimate one.

Both, lastly, belong to the generation of filmmakers which over the last ten years or so has seen
the digital camera revolutionise the making of cinema. If for thirty years the two of them have
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fearnt, practised and loved 3s-millimetre “chemical” cinemaand traditional editing tables, they've
immediately wanted to experiment with the new possibilities small digital cameras opened up
for them. [n this new tool Victor Erice has foundafreshwayofapproaching the subject of a film
without prejudging in advance what it was going to be, and to make true works out of these
images “towards the film”. He has made a three-dimensional version of the Notes (1990-2003) that
have enabled him to approach Antonio Lopez and the act of painting. With Five (2004), at once
film and museum installation, consisting of five contemplative shots filmed with the freedom,
flexibility, economy and patience bestowed by these little cameras, Kiarostami has made aradical
change in his practice of cinema.

was almost inevitable that these two singular paths, described in countries and cultures that
are seemingly different but which partake of this same “cinema land which figures onno geog-
raphy map”, should intersect one day in a place that is itself beyond artistic frontiers, where
cinema, photography, video, painting and installations can coexist.

The exhibition “Erice-Kiarostami. Correspondences”, it will now beclear, is not simply an exhi-
bition on two artists. It is also, first of all, an exhibition of two artists. [t has been patiently
prepared as a workin progress to which the two filmmakers have endlessly contributed via their
continually developingideas, via the creation of new pieces, viaa permanent exchangebased on

symmetry that plays with the tension between the resemblance and difference between the two
ceuvres. The exhibition, in effect, has been posited as symmetrical and reversible, viewable in
either direction, articulated inits setting by an oeuvre & deux: anexchange of letters in mini-DV
which form the pivot and creative culmination of it.

3
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Its raison d'étre is firstly to establish the essential correspondences in their way of envisaging
their work as filmmakers at the highestlevel of exactingness in the artistic expression of their
time. Obviously, in the two oeuvres there wasfromthe very first a notion of the museum instal-
lation, of the viewer’s right of inspection. The exactingness of the two filmmakers and of their
oeuvres has posed several crucial questions, which they have contributed to resolving, about how
to exhibit cinema, how to exhibit cinema images and images of other sorts, and how to make an
exhibition tour into an experience of the gaze that is sustained and personal for each visitor.
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By nighl the littkc gitl wanders threugh Lhe depths of the nocturnai forest and squats at the cdge of
the civer. @n the sucface of the walec the shadows of the Lrees are already dancing, whiteoullines
tcermhling beneath the paller of the meea. The Iittle giv! contemplates the ceflection of her face,
twistcd and deformed by the watery undulations, an onsteady image that does not seitle, 3 Murry
peojeciion The pale reflection in the black water inakes sport of its new elasticity Jike a Chinese
shadow or a distorting micrav. Suddenty it dilates s¢, much that it hecomes a btatch, allowing
itself to be transfixed by a metamorphosis: it is nn longer the face of the littte gir), Ana, which is
[orined on the back of the river, dut Frankeastein's, the bacd features of Lhe Spirit. Comparatle,
10 beauty, 10 the marvellous visions of Suntese o Night of the FHunier, the scene continnes. Already
to the back ef Az Lwigs are ctacking beueath heavy, clumsy footsteps. Fraakeastein is there. lie
comes and koeels beside Ana. wh.o opens wide her eyes before this apparttion and almost opens
herarmsas well: she makes a vague gestore of the band when those o ftheccealure, thehuge bands
of the Spitit, slowly appreach her shoulders. Then she cleses her eyes, envaptused, submissive. The
Spitit, that night, hes possessed Ans. By what soecery is Frankenstein's face substiluled for Ana's?
What 15 ehis crumpling of the image that opens onts a tadical inversian, from a living girl's face
tothe ternifying featares of an imaginary monster? It’s a dissolve, one image aad anc alane, but
which spreads out and binds together two vrezlds, that of living peepleand that of chimetas, pure
identzty and sbselute change—oncimage andone alone, inhabited ewice over, in which difference
is 2eglstered but once, in the same instant. A reversa) of the wotld that would dtive alittle gir) stild
dazzled by shadows cravy. The inner diffecence of this tmage, driwn {rot the cental scene in The
Spirit of the Beehive (1973), is the object of qucst par excellence of the cinema of Victor Erice.

1t bas to be said that An3 has aleeady seen Frankensteia, but only 2t the cinems, 1a the James
Whale(iln, Aad that it's the privilege ol ehildren te be borne of( this way by tivekingdom of the
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Spirits who inhabit the screen to the point of seeing them made flesh and touching your hand at
night at the edge of the river.

There are lots of banalities to utter on the relationship between childhood and cinema, all of
them subsumed under the nice, mute label of “magic”. Well, more than enchanting them, the
cinema possesses children, inflames them. Growing up means learning to content yourself with
ashes, since the initial amazement is produced but once, and once alone, and only persistsin the
torm of traces. This first time is wonderment and madness, and the word that would bring these
forces together has yet to be invented, apoplexy perhaps, inany case something ephemeral and

mense that Victor Erice has managed to capture, miraculously, in Ana’s eyes.

Films that explicitly take the cinema as their subject also open the door to ail kinds of vain,
theoretical considerations, depending more on written reflection than on the cinema in action.

is on that perilous terrain—of films entirely traversed by a questioning of the nature and
functioning of cinema—that the oeuvre of Victor Erice is constructed, a director whose films
packed with direct evocations of the cinema-machine, evocations that extend from meta-
phorical translation to an unswerving concrete materialisation of the cinema-moment: a line of
shtstriking the eye of alittle girl (another one} through a keyhole from where she observes her
father busy with otherkinds of sorcery (The South, 1983): the shadow of a camera stretching along
wall, at the bottom of which fruit lies rotting (The Quince Tree Sun, 1992); or simply the faces of
children straining upwards towards the screen, faces entirely given over to the entertainment of
tilm show (The Spirit of the Beehive).
Rather thanbeing contented with a theoretical gloss onthe art of the films, the challenge would
to give an image of this which would be primarily and at once a cinema image and an image
the cinema—one image and one alone, once more, the liveliest and most singular of images.
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This is the privilege of two or three filmmakers, scarcely more. Perhaps Jean-Luc Godard, Abbas
Kiarostami and Victor Erice are precisely these. And the risk they run, in coming up against
matter itself that way, is enormous, a risk of fatal redundancy. For Erice, it’s a temptation the
prodigious actorsand actresses at workin his films respond to. Each in its own way, The Spirit
of the Beehive, The South and The Quince Tree Sun strive towards the “white of origins”,' which is
alsothe white of the screen at the momentthe images, the phantoms, are ready to beleaguer it.
In order to reencounter the intensity of first contact, before the loss that inexorably follows it.
In the same way that a painter hastens to capture thelight which threatens to fade away, a fruit
which prepares to turn rotten. Cinema, for Erice, ages at the very moment of its birth, it never
stops putting those first sensations at a distance. And there is no remedy for this loss, certainly
not the one that would consist in reproducing something, as one places a sheet of tracing paper
to reproduce a drawing. From his cinemna Erice has banished forever the re-creation, pastiche,
the incestuous and vainreference. Instead he explores dream images, the imaginary, the empire
of spectres and sometimes the captivating incarnation of Spirits. In short, projection. Ina sense,
all the developers, in the chemical acceptance of the word. Cinema’s powerful powerlessness,
of which the dissolve is the very expression, inasmuch as it expresses any difference hollowed
out within a single shot, a single image, between the truth of Being and what it appears to be: at
once an entire world and a kind of dust. Erice the filmmakerrelentlessly tracks down what Erice
the spectator saw one day when he bunked into a cinema where The Shanghai Gesture was being
projected in a print cut to ribbons by the censors. Therein lies the risk of a congealing of the
cinema in the contemnplation of the faraway, in the waiting for an absolute transparency Holly-
wood classicism perhaps momentarily got near to. But The Spirit o fthe Beehive, The South and The
Quince Tree Sun succeeded in averting such a threat.
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Perhaps the first two films are still in a state of dizziness, so much closer do they remain tothe
abyss that attracts little Ana: a definitive fall intocinemasorcery. And doubtless they draw from
this danger the essential nature of their intense beauty. The Spirit of the Beehive, a night film, is a
treatise on invoking phantoms. After seeing Frankenstein atthe cinema Ana asks her sister Isabel,
scarcelyolder than she is, why Frankenstein killed the little girl and what has become of him.
The cinema is the empire of the false, replies Isabel, Frankenstein is a Spirit and if you want to
see him pronounce the magic formula: “All you have to do is close your eyes and say‘It’s me, Ana,
it's me, Ana.”” The South, a winter film, tells of the confrontation between a grown-up little girl,
Estrella,and amythicland, that Southof which she possesses naught but stories, scattered signs.
The South, from where her slightly sorcerer father comes, her adored father who slowly sinks into
adepression when caught up by the image of a woman he loved in the past, present today in the
darknessof themovie house, an actress,avanished mirage. Like Ana, Estrella’s fatheris engulfed
on entering the round of chimeras, to the point of madness.

This iswhere Erice’s cinema isat, in fact, when he meets the painter AntonioLépezin 1990 and
begins filming him at work a few months later. Nevertheless, The Quince Tree Sun, a daylight,
autumnal film, is born less of a documentary ambition than of an image from a dream told by
the painter to the filmmaker, and which the latter has re-staged at the end of the film. Erice
might have adopted as his own Abbas Kiarostami’s beautiful phrase apropos of his film Five
(2004), which he claims to having made in order to “wash the gaze clean.” After the childish
reveries of The Spirit of the Beehive and The South, The Quince Tree Sun marks the moment of the
amicable confrontation of the cinema withitseternal rival, painting, which Erice takes to be the
outright winner. In the little garden of a suburban house, while some workers busy themselves
on a building site, Antonio Lépez attempts to paint a quince tree. The film chronicles this labour

3

The South




fromday today, yet without claiminga neutrality it cannot in any case lay claim to. It is perhaps
the artificial lights used for filming that have caused the fruit to go rotten before the painter
was able to finish his picture. The more the camera approaches, the more the image is adversely
effected, because the camera “rots the natural”, says Erice. The quinces are akin to memories,
with the lustre of the first day of the cinema, and if TheQuince Tree Sun is a treatise on joyfulness
it also recounts the weight of things (the white paint marks on the yellow skin of the quinces,
which serve to mark the progressive sagging of the tree bending beneath the weight of its fruit)
and the death to come.

It needs saying where these films are born, the hollow of the day or the back of the night. The
South opens, then, on the birth of the daylight, which spreads little by little through Estrella's
bedroom, in which her father hasleftthe indication that he has left forever. Films that are born
in the smoke of a train present in each of them, come from elsewhere and are bound for an here-
after. The train which ejects a wounded soldier in The Spirit of the Beehive whom Ana goes to visit,
taking him for a Spirit. The train that awaits the father in The South and which he will not take,
a train whose imminent departure for the country of his dreams is punctuated by the pulsa-
tion of the light during the dissolves, through the window of a hotel room in which the man
who sleeps resembles Antonio Lépez striking the pose for his wife, a painter herself, a drowsy
Lépez given over to a slumber that is strangely death-like. Lastly, the train of The Quince Tree Sun,
which departs from or arrives at Chamartin, and marks the coming then the passing of the day,
announces the time of repose for the painter, back home after a day’s work.

Wehavetogoback to the original image, to rediscover the lost link, even though this first image is
anythingbut pure, being already wounded tothe quick by a difference, an incompressible discrep-
ancy. The whole problem of Victor Erice’s cinema lies here: filming involves following on from this
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image, and that is impossible. The second image is an absence. Victor Erice’s trajectory reveals
the capacity of this difficulty—not to say impossibility—to carryon via two moments of disillu-
sion. One concerns The South, the adaptation of a short novel by Adelaida Garcia Morales,*a tale in
three parts of whichErice will only shoot the first two due to a disagreement with his producer,
Elias Querejeta. The other is an adaptation of the novel by Juan Marsé, El embrujo de Shanghai, on
which he worked for a long time before arriving at a complete scenario, Lapromesa de Shanghai,’
a project finally allotted to Fernando Trueba. These two accidents with a painful outcome add,
notwithstanding him, to the filmmaker’slegend. Erice has shot three major featurefilmsin thirty
years. This is little, but the films are immense. And this quantitatively minuscule output gives
rise to misunderstanding. From this lack of prolixity it would in fact be all too easy to extrapolate
the figure of a cineast filming solely in an exceptional mood of inspiration—very rare moments
that only arrive a few times in the life of an artist, who must wait and wait. Now, Victor Erice
insists on the contrary on hard work, daily activity: “I need to work”, he says, “you've got to work.”
' Working does not exclude patience, on the contrary, or interruption. But for thirty years Erice has
never ceased dreaming up ideas for films, being involved, via writing (notably on Nicholas Ray?),
in thinking about cinema, of lighting wicks which have not burned as long as was hoped. This
presence, be it stippled, signifiesmore than the mythic aura, inevitably cumbersome, museum-
like, freely granted him. Apropos of aborted projects and of the third part of The South, there are
no grounds, either, for imposing an aesthetic of the incomplete, of “hindrance”, where there is
none. To be sure, we may think that The South gains from the fact that it remains open, through
the force of circumstances. Doubtless Erice observes Antonio Lépez withenvy as he finally puts
away, without sadness, his quince tree painting, unfinished because autumn has descended all of
a sudden and its fragile and fleeting, beautif ul light has got the better of the canvas. But, without
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prejudging the quality of a film which does not exist, it would be unjust to think that La promesa
de Shanghai did not get made becauseitought not tobe made, that thiswasinshort its fate. Films,
like phantoms, should all exist; something’s missing if they don’t come about.

In three films Victor Erice has constructed a fragile body of work, with a painful coherence. It
begins and ends straightaway, from the very first images, once the bridge is crossed and we let
the phantoms come to meet us. Itis entirely,and in a single movement, total openness. To Being,
to the Spirits. A haunted cinema in which spectres take little girls by the hand. The references
to Don Quixote dotted throughout the oeuvre point to a political preoccupation (the portrait,
everonthestocks, of post-civil war Spain, thatof the filmmaker's childhood), and bespeak what
modality of the fantastic Erice believes in, the fantastic as a ballet of chimeras or a dance of
Chinese shadows or a dissolve. A dissolve without a cut between two worlds. Only the trees know
the secret passage linking them. Those leaning over Ana at the moment Frankenstein appears
to her. Or that avenue of plane trees in The South, a perspective view which accompanies the
passage of Estrella from childhood to adolescence, from the North as experienced to the South
asimagined, since the film ends on these words “I was finally going to get to know the south.”
A fruit tree that claimsall of Antonio Lépez’s attention, and on whichitis henceforth cameras
and projectors that are trained.

It is said that on the shooting stage of The Spirit of the Beehive Erice had asked everybody to talk
in hushed tones, to murmur, whisper, so as to protect thereverie of Ana Torrent, a little actress
withincredible presence. A cruel gentleness, since at the same moment the child confronts the
greatest peril and is infinitely alone at the edge of the abyss, alone in the cinema screen, lost in
the magic forest where the Spirit lives, alone in the middle of this dance which saves you or kills
you or drives you mad, the representation of wonders.
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“l'min Tormellnsa, tn froot of the heuse where Twasborn. On the other side o[ che square there are
some trees that never grew there. Inthe distance | recogoise the datk leaves and golden fruitof the
quirice trees. T sec Myself 2meng those trecs, togeth.et with my parents, accompanicd hy othet people
whoseleatures I dottt n1anage Lo yecogaise. The mutmut of aur voices reaches me, we chat peaceably.
Our fect are sv nken into the muddy ground. Arsund us, saspeaded from their braoches. the wrinklcd
fruits hang ever softer. Big btetches make inreads upon cheir skin and iw the still air ) netice che
fermentation of their flesh. From the ptaccwherte [ observe the scene | cannot know i f the athers see
what t see. Nebody seemsio notice that ellthe quinces are totting beneath a Jight Iden’t know how
te describe, bright and at-the same tivnesembte, whieh turn s everything irte metol and ash_Ttisn't
the Light of night. Nor is that of ewilight, No.r thatofdawn. "

Anaccount by Antaeio Lépez in the "Paiaser's Dream™ sequence of The Quince Tree Sun
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When he directed his first film, Bread and the Alley (1970), Abbas Kiarostami was thirty years old,
he'd worked as a graphic designer and publicistand didn’t planto become a filmmaker. It wasthe
first film produced by the Centre for the Intellectual Development of Children and Adolescents
(Kanun), for which he would make many didactic shorts and most of his features before leaving
it after And Lije Goes On (1992). Almost all of these deal with childhood. Todayyoucan seein that
work of ten minutes or so all the splendour of a cinema that was awakening to the world.

Allatonce, in afar-offland uncharted on the cinema map and sub ject to enormous repression—
by, at the time, the Shah’sregime as well as later, from 1979 onwards, by the Islamic Revolution—
apulsation was coming to the fore, a vibration that gave tension to the images and had them
correspond to things. This natural respiration of cinema would never abandon the remainder of
his oeuvre, marking the rhythm of gradual discoveries, the palimpsests, the forms of solitude,
violence or anxiety that are transformed into sudden harmony, into instants of happiness, into a
seemingly insignificant kind of reconciliation: a flower in a notebook, a kick given to an aerosol
can, a man who transports a flowerpot on his motorbike, a boy who passes the entrance gate of
a football stadium.

Alain Bergala has seen the essential image of this poetics in agencement.’ It’s a word I wouldn’t
know how to translate, maybe because it names something that seems inherently unsayable,
a pure, rhythmic, cinematic chord: the meeting of two images or dynamic forces which upon
entering into contact with each other—for example, a child who encounters an object, an animal
or another person—has each one leaving its initial blockage and acquiring the necessary force to
move. In Kiarostami’s narratives the characters pursue an obsessive idée fixe—to return a note-
book to a classmate; to go and see a football match; to get a girl toreturn their look—and their
searching ends in failure in accordance with the material reckoning of the facts, yetaffords them
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exalts it. Kiarostami always wanted to make a “story-less” cinema in which the viewer
not remain subject to the narration. to verbal meanings, nor to passive perception. And so
selects those small fragments in any space that permit us to live them, imagine them, evoke
them: the neighbourhood of the middle-class girl with whom the boy in The Experience (1973) falls
loveisa brick wall which forever reflects the sun; the old woman’sroom in The Wind Will Carry
1999) is a little blue window; the identifying mark of the school in Wherels My Friend’s House?
1987) is a green banging door; and the life of the carpenter is summed up in the stained-glass
windows that colour the Poshteh night.
These evocative and essential images derive from a minute exploration of cinema’s possibilities.
Homework (198g9)—the most Godardian of his films—he states that he proposes to undertake
work of investigation rather than a movie. When you contemplate his filmography in chrono-
gical terms you notice the existence of a Kiarostami “laboratory” in which he’s made successive
xperiments as to how to incorporate avisual motif or how toresolve a formal problem, at times
after a period of meditation that has occupied him for some time. Even though in The Report
1977) he’d already discovered that cars could be a substitute for home, the use of them as asingle
tting for a filmdid not becomeexplicit, after trying outever more extensive sequences, until
wenty-five years later, in the minimalist contrivance of Ten (2002), a filmrecorded in theinside
avehicle with two video cameras. When it come to cars from the outside, he’s discovered great
tonal richness: the vehicles that move across the frame and function as stains of coiour which
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punctuate the montage; the distant cars that travel a track and by raising clouds of dust construct
the shot itself, while in the foreground we hear the dialogue. The landscape emerged this way
belatedly, and save in the snow-covered mountains in Solution (3978), it wasn’t until Where Is My
Friend's House? that it became a primordial motif that would culminate ina landscape film, Five
(2004). Prior to this he’d planned minor variations: after the slightly angled frames of the Gilan
trilogy, he opened these up to the sky in Taste of Cherry(1997). Such impulses have involved him in
challenges like that of shooting a long sequence with the screen in black, which he would sketch
out in Taste of Cherry and The Wind Wili Carry Us, and which would find complete expression in
the five minutes in black of ABC Africa (2001) and the night in Five. Kiarostami has also pursued,
then, hisidées fixes, and along theway has had to get around obstacles which made him dispense
with the movie camera and trade it formore manageable and discreet digital cameras.

[t’s an oeuvre that abounds in rejects, detours and concealment. in characters whodon’t appear
on screen and who we only hear, and in others who remain hidden by something they carry:
a woman behind a bunch of herbs, a little boy behind a window. At the same time there is an
obsessive insistence on showing a single landscape, a single face, and on preserving them or
making themunique, on giving them a particular memorable form. Kiarostami always works
with non-professional actors, and one of his ambitions is to reveal an anonymous face chosen
from everyday life; afterwards, whenre-encountering it, he likes to film the effects this process
has produced. In contrast to the few things he’sdone outside of Iran, in his own country he main-
tains—mainly due to therestrictionsimposed on portraying women-—a constant dialogue, one
that is essential for his cinema, between visible figures and the ones that cannot be shown.

In a repressive society where the religious law determined by power is transmitted through a
blind machinery of mechanical and dogmatic repetitions, and which calls for the censoring or
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concealing of images, Kiarostami has revealed his great qualities as a filmmaker by ensuring
thatneither the opacity of thelaw nor the dynamics of its transmissionturnout to be abstract,
and that they are always embodied in sentient forms:in exposed faces and in veiled ones; in the
contrasting intonations and modulations of voice between children and adults who almost never
listen to each other or keep to a language in common, or else who repeat precepts and mottoes
or express an intense verbal violence, since in his cinema words recount or say much more than
what they literally mean. At times these cadences of repetitions, of reiterated questions, sound
like verses and contrast with the silences—or deafness—that keeps characters at a distance.
In their searching not only are they confronted with a deaf world, but a blind or blinded one
too, and the radical solitude of their gaze, which pursues the reduced focal point of an obses-
sive idea, obliges them to discover things for themselves, or to contemplate them from behind
some “frame” (the window of a car, a threshold). In Kiarostami’s cinema the characters don’t
usually divide up a landscape with the gaze and remain attracted by a position which separates
them from the others and confronts in solitude an image that seemsto take on depth and to get
wider, whichinhabits them. His pedagogical venture consists, therefore, in teaching us that all
perception is singular, and thateach person must learn to discover their own images. Whence
the tremendous beauty of his didactic portraits, in which each child iscaptured within the forms
of aworld that pertains to them alone, but that will maybe learn one day toopen up and toshare
—to sing and film. This is why for Kiarostami the dissociation and disorder of the materials of
<inemaissorevealing, sinceitopensour eyes: in ABC Africa the total darkness of the black screen
is the privileged form for imagining—and loving—the light; in Homework the elimination of
the soundtrack during the children’s saying of their prayers is a “way of seeing” from another
angle. The rawmaterials of cinemaalone constitute the political form of a film and make cracks
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in the prevailing order. In working with them Kiarostamiarrives at enormous subtlety in Close-
up (1990) and the Gilan trilogy.

In this way the filmmaker continues the Aristotelian tradition of defending the powers of
the image—of painting as a way of approaching a truth—in an act of resistance to attempts at
controlling, censoring or devaluing it: “The most important thing is how we make use of a series
ofliesin order to reach a greater truth.”? The camera turns out, therefore, to be a pedagogical tool
with which itis possible to find the right rhythmic chord, the right composition: the shot of the
little boyin the final sequence of Homework, who conquers his fear of the camera and stops crying
when Kiarostami comes to an agreement that his friend can station himself in the background
in such a way that the frame, hitherto restricted to a single boy, reunites the two of them;in Ten,
when the hand of the guide breaks up the separation of the characters in isolated spaces, and
enters the “other” shot in order to dry the tears of her companion in a gesture of solidarity.

Thedirector’s films stem from two sorts of impulse: from a slowly gestating idea thatreveals its
form one day,’ or from the sudden need to respond to an event (the news about Sabzian in Close-
up, the effects of the earthquake in And Life Goes On). In both cases, though, Kiarostami reacts
to the images with a similar sort of speed, since he possesses a strong sense of intuition when
choosing the device of his films and an unusual, maybe magical, ability to recognise the precise
distance, theright form. The risks he runs are notorious—above allinrelation to reflexive games
aboutcinemaitself—and if he’s sidestepped themit’s because of his mastery of the reconciliation
between device and transparency. Kiarostami renders indistinguishable the capturing of the
natural aspect of artificial compositions: thus, the rigid framing of a car window remains open
to the sudden appearances of reality. In his films he knocks down and builds thewalls of houses
or pathways, co-ordinates colours, textures, highlights, but everything acquires a natural order:
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the arrangement of blues in Where Is My Friend’s House? (a digging machine, an oil drum, a boy’s
shirton the line, a clothes peg, a window, a door) ultimately responds to an internal harmony.
He’s almost never made use of the efficacy of a conventional poetic motif, or else has glimpsed in
this some unnoticed trait or feature: instead of a dead tree, he shows the shadowofits branches
sectioned by the light from a window; flowers are reflected in rear-view mirrors or appear on an
edge of thecomposition (on a terrace, ina wood). Rarely has he filmed moments which reveal the
course of time—the twilight only appears in the polluted sky of Teheran in The Report and Taste
2f Cherry—nor has he made shots of passing clouds, of the falling of snow or rain. Nevertheless,
his films capture an intense feeling of life in nature, of the effects of its friction and coursing.
The pact with the viewer has enabled him to eliminate these “strong moments” and to entrust
them to him or to let them be suggested, with a steady reduction of elements that may go unno-
ticed by the sound depth of his films; if in his first short he narrated the adventures of a little
boy scared by a dog which blocked hisway in an alley, when reusing this alleyway in WhereIsMy
Friend’s House? he will again depict a boy's fear, but this time only with the barking of the dog
in the darkness. This dynamic of the visible and the invisible has led him to organise an odd
architecture of editing, by means of which he’s invented, among other things, the horizontal
division of the shots according to the floors of the houses: one shot at street level next to another
at first-floor height, with which the separation between both is marked by the ceiling and not,
asis usual, byawall orside strip. This composition gives rise to marvellous apparitions: a hand
that intrudes from the top of the frame and gathers up a sheet; afigure who remained of f-screen.
Kiarostami's cinema generates a deep desire to see, to share the precise angle that may revealan
¢lusive presence, may recapture an image: his characters advance this way, like theboyin The
xperience following the smile of a girl froma wealthier family, or like Hossein in Through the Olive
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Trees (1994), a homeless man who suffers from love for a girl who refuses to speak to him but who
one day casts a glance in his direction: “Explain that look you gave me, that look that says to seek
you out and to follow you all the time so you'll give me a reply.” Hossein pronounces these words
while he follows Tahereh under the olive trees, keeping out of sight among the leaves and the
shadows. Women's status arouses in Kiarostami a feeling that is prolonged in the sadness of the
men who are enamoured of them, when on contemplating them they make an effort todivinein
their faces the sign of some response, of a signal, of a shared but silenced love. Thislookoflove,
look of the heart, is the one Kiarostami has professed to nature: “The only love that increases in
intensity day by day, while the others lose their strength, is the love for nature.” ¢
In his work the filming of nature adds up to the creation of a melody, the musical version or
interpretation of alandscape, almost: of the trees on a hilltop in the upper part of a frame which
barely letsa stripof sky be seen; of woods in panningshotsthatreveal the fleeting highlightsand
shadows on the slender trunks and leaves; of the snaking or zigzagging pathways along which
characters goin pursuit of their idée fixe, in movements Kiarostami compares to the coursing
“of astream in the field, in which the water never keeps to a straight line and the essence of its
movement is the obstacle, the curves and meanders it has to negotiate.”>The rapid connection in
cinematic memory of “Kiarostamilandscapes” points to the depth with which these memorable
images become fixed, images that combine the ephemeral (the panoramic displacement, the
stirring of the wind, changes of light) with the permanent value that nature possesses for Kiar-
ostami, and in which he wishes to photograph the fixity of trees rooted in the earth. With these
landscapes he has constructed the unforgettable topography of his films, and with slight varia-
tions they reappear all through a movie or pass from onemovie to another, sometimes contem-
plated from a prolonged distance and at other times barely glimpsed, as in the reencounter in
Go
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And Life Gues On of ehe 2igrapging path of Where I's My Eriend's Housc?: a shot, taken [rem the car
window. which moves fezward. showing the dense tops of the trees. until itopens eut and we
tediscover the pathwayin s sudden cel ebtatian,a canticle.

All these instants do not stem from a world ateanged by the cinema of calibmted 1n tetms of shet
size, Ever ything hasequal value: 2 man, a tree, 3 hill, a house, a canister, 3 wheel, a f:.owerpoe,

grasshepper, A myseerious harmeutylinksalland a sense of fraternity—overcoming: seiilude
and opening it up to che world——rransfixes che predonged shets of men and natare. Kiatostami
has endlessly soughtaftet precise ways of aveiding the hictarchies of franiing: whence the fixed
vompesition of Ten and Five. When the different scales of the world are deaied, each close-up
Secomesa long shot, and vice versa. At the end of T hrough theQline Trees Husseinand Taherehrutn
Irto tvrotiny dets in the tniddle ol the countr yside, but to our eyes they appear in close-up. In
‘Where s My Friend’s House? the clase.up of 3 notebook with a[lower is a huge shot of the werld.
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Of all the possible ways of demonstrating the creative rapport between two contemporary authors,
correspondence is the most simple, subtle and direct, because it is not transacted via mediation
or interpretation but by constructing an expressive reality which solely depends upon the two
interlocutors. When Victor Erice and Abbas Kiarostami decided to begin this filmed correspon-
dence they did so knowing that its result would be exhibited and seen, and so their joint creation
combines in an extraordinary way the intimacy of both filmmakers with the knowledge of its
publicexhibition. We are in the presence, then, of an unprecedented three-way cinematic experi-
ence which simultaneously contains the direct addressee and the viewer, a way of constructing
images provided by a different system of production, the creation of a museographic-type exhi-
bition space which provides the conditions for making the experience possible without once
overriding its future possibilities for being shown in a conventional cinema. As for the language
used, everything is new, everything remains to be invented.'

Aside from the degree of newness of this correspondence, however, there is another factor that
makes it an event: the fact of being in the hands of two front-line auteurs who have managed to
create a world-wide following, who are admired for their ability to rid themselves of the super-
fluous and who simultaneously recognise each other in their cinema and their evolution, sensing
themselves to be common participants. This mutual admiration—which isn’t personal but based
on knowledge of their respective oeuvres—is observed in the personal declarations of both, as
well as in the similarities we can detect in their way of addressing the issue of mise en scéne or
the ethics of filming. Butit will be in the final result of this filmed correspondence where more
subtle and refined forms of homage and recognition are instituted, in a demonstration of how,
each one of them being faithful to his own narrative spirit, the pulsation is perceived of commu-
nication with the other.

1. The only precedent we know of

this “filmed correspondence” are the
Correspondence. “videoletters” Stephen Dwoskin and

Robert Kramer exchanged in 1991,
News of a Process although they were never meant 1o

be exhibited. The Turin Film Festival
showed them in1997ina121-minute
version on the occasion of an homage
to Kramer.

Jordi Ballé




From the first, Correspondence establishes certainrules of the game. To begin with, the wish for
symmetry, the fact of replying in an alternate way and of including in the missive the reception
of the previous letter. More thanlikely, in the later fluidity of the correspondence this symmetry
wouldn’t be essential, since the possibility is perfectly conceivable that each of the filmmakers
would send his letter without yet having received a reply to the one before. Even so, it seems
obvious that in order to begin establishing the bases of this contrivance, which requires a new
visual language, it was necessary to affirm the symmetrical mechanism. It was also essential to
establish a way of denoting the geographical and temporal provenance of each of the letters sent,
and which in turn would give the viewer to understand that the physical distance between Spain
and Iran has notonly been no impediment to the fluidity of communication but that it reflects
thewill to seek in the geography closest at hand the signs of the distant other. Likewise, we have
10 emphasise the type of technology used, which is only workable thanks to the small digital
cameras which of fer a wide margin of movement and an economically sustainable autonomy of
sroduction. The role of the messengers, the mediators in charge of seeing that the letters reach
-heir destination in a fit state to be received and read, may also be considered an interesting
external element. The creating of the subtitles is proof of this temporal passage: the letter won't
be wholly finished until it includes the translation into Farsi or Spanish. For once, this constit-
uent element is not an issue separate from the process of creation: the subtitling doesn’t have the
viewer as its main addressee, since its objective is the comprehension of the person who receives
the letter, the interlocutor who, in the extra effort to incorporate this calligraphic detail, recog-
aises the will to communicate beyond idiom. Or precisely because of the richness of linguistic
diversity and of its graphic expression.
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The letters

Victor Erice is the person who kicks off the correspondence, given that his geographical prox-
imity to the place of production gives him greater familiarity with the working of the contriv-
ance. His firstletter takes place in Madrid, in the urban garden where he filmed The Quince Tree
Sun (1992). The first image is almost canonic: a subjective shot of the director writing with his
ownhandonthe envelope that will contain the final missive, “Abbas Kiarostami. First Letter”,
before going on to write on a sheet of notepaper, “Madrid, 22 April 2005”, with Erice’s own voice
rereading what he writes, thereby converting, from this moment on, the interior voice into a
voice that has also been written. For this firstinstalment of the correspondence Erice has elected
to go back to a space typical of his cinema, as he relates in his own voice: “ Today I've been back
to the garden of Antonio Lépez's house™, the place where more than fifteen years before he'd
filmed The Quince Tree Sun. This returnisalso correspondence, given that it was this movie which
revealed Erice’s cinema to Kiarostamiwhenhefirst sawit at the Taormina Festival, to theextent
of declaring later that The Quince Tree Sun was an essential film for him, one seen and reseen on
numerous occasions. Erice’s investigation in this rediscovered garden isbased not so muchon
memory of the past as on its sound, landscape and human evolution: “On the afternoon air there
are new voices and laughter: it’s the painter’s grandchildren. And life goes on...” Alone, with
his digital camera, Erice registers the relationship betweenthe three kids, Andrés, Carmen and
Aurora, beside the tree which is now legendary thanks to his earlier film, and which on this
occasion has been modestly shifted to one side of the garden and is bedecked in its first spring
flowers. The appearance of rain, a bit of chance for the filming, makes the narration more dense
and doesn’t prevent the children from finishing their task under an umbrella. Once the drawings
are finished (something Antonio Lépez didn’t manage in The QuinceTree Sun), the three kids show
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them to the camera, to Erice. He questions the youngest girl, Aurora, who'’s the one who’s shown
herself to be the most timid and introverted. Invited to describe her drawing, Aurora looks at it
andsays, “Three clouds, the sun, the skyand the tree.” Butadetail the girldoesn’t see leaps out at
the viewer: two raindrops roll across the drawing, incorporating nature into the finished work in
anunexpected, aleatory way, and forming a very beautiful image of fragility, joy and sadness. The
letter ends with a high-angle shot of Aurora’s drawing, a drawing thelittle girl dedicates to Kiar-
ostami, writing something on the paper in the same framingas at the beginning, this timewith
the voice of the mother, who spells out what she has to write. Anending, this, which relaunches
the correspondence and convokes many of aspects common to both filmmakers: childhood, the
tree,itsdepiction, nature as an active force, chance, the off-screen presence of the family...

Due toa coincidence of calendar and geography this first letter was delivered personally to
AbbasKiarostami by the team of mediators of the project, Alain Bergala, Carlota Broggi and me.
It was in London at the beginning of May 2005, when Kiarostami’s installation Forest Without
Leaves was unveiledatthe Victoria and Albert Museum. That same night,atadinnerinthehouse
of Farhad Hakimzadeh, director of the Iran Heritage Foundation, and in the presence of Geof f
Andrew, programmer of the National Film Theatre, Kiarostami saw the letter for the first time,
which made a tremendous emotional impact on him. Heimmediately understood the simplicity,
and complexity, of the device and commented enthusiastically on the poetic dimension of the two
tears which glideacross the picture as being chance’s gift to an artist. From this moment on he
addressed the challenge of replying in turn, knowing that the experience had no precedentsand
thatforhim, asforalltherest, it would be a totally new adventure he embarked on with an experi-
mental intention. A shoot inItaly during the summer awaited him, but right there and then he
began thinking ofthereply. Asisindicatedinhis firstletter, the second of the correspondence,
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dated 5 September 2005 in Teheran, finding the right tone was a complex and difficult task: “It
isn’t easy to write a letter for Victor Erice. I'veripped up twoI'd previously written to you!” In the
third attempt, the one he did send, Kiarostami places himself at the other end of the arc formed
by the device of the correspondence, since he doesn’t concentrate so much on a revelatory fact
and a few characters as on the creation of a single hyperrealist but almost abstract image, thus
expounding an idea about nature and physical surfaces. Appearing at the beginning of the letter
is the texture of a skin in black-and-white, a number of stains that we identify as the skin of a cow,
but which due to its moving around and because of the sound of the wind which accompanies it
as a soundtrack, we can imagine as being separated from the body of the animal. As the sequence
unfolds the skin is seen as being ever more alive, forming part of a body that throbs, that rumi-
nates, that eats, a disturbing body which admits of other animals—a fly which enters and exits
the visual field—and which gradually develops in chromatic terms towards a beefy colouring.
The pink skin emerges in an almost obscene way, betraying the presence of other material on
the surface that the camera has visually related in every detail and which it has converted into a
natural symphony. When we get to the all-embracing shot of the cow, the latter disappears from
our sight, and the meadow, by means of a simple but very emotive trick, turns into the fixed
image of a postcard, a postcard that Kiarostami’s hands turn over in order to write his dedica-
tion to Victor Erice, in a shot symmetrical to that of the first letter received from Madrid. As we
were saying, Kiarostami’s text, narrated in his ownvoice, recounts the difficulty of encountering
the preciée tone for responding to Erice’s first instalment, and also documents the place where
the image of the animal has been filmed: “Last week I was in Mashhad.” This final sequence,
approachable and intimate, deliberately distances itself from the previous visual essay but it
enables the letter to be interwoven with the overall device: the correspondence must continue.
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[n Victor Erice’s second letter, Correspondence's third, the director engages directly with Kiar-
ostami’s invitation while displaying a proverbial sense ofhumour. The openingimages describe
a still life formed by Kiarostami’s postcard, a photograph of Erice at the age of four accompanied
by a cow, and a little figurine of the animal. Over this still life there appears the text of the
new letter, which now posits the difference between the temporality of the filming and that of
the sending: “This is a letter I started writing a while back. As I was awaiting your news at the
time.” The letter describes a didactic experiment undertaken in a village in Extremadura whose
name could be the title of a film in itself: Arroyo de la Luz [literally, Stream of Light]. Erice
knew of the experiment after receiving some drawings done in the primary class of the village
school, in which the kids drew scenes from a film seen in class and which was, in point of fact,
Kiarostami’s Where Is My Friend’s House? (1987). In the prologue Erice describes the attributes of
the village, drawing attention to one essential detail: almost all the fatherswork in Madrid in
the construction business and the children are cared for by their mothers and grandparents.
Ericevisits the class and films the kids while they watch Kiarostami's movie, thus creating an
iconography of the viewer which is not so much close to the discovery of cinemabyAnain The
Spirit of the Beehive (1973) as to a set of faces more familiar with images but which intensely follow
the peculiar suspense of Kiarostami’s f1lm, in which aboyfrom an Iranianvillage has to decide
ifhe can disobey the orders of his family and help a friend with problems at school. When the
projection is over and thewindowsof theclassroomareopened the teacher articulates a dialogue
with the pupils that reflects the themes which unite and separate the experiences of the chil-
dren, those who appeared on the screen (Ahmad and Mohammad) andthosewho have seen the
film. Theseinvolve big issues: the need to obey, family violence, loneliness, the fear of de-urban-
ised spaces, but also friendship, solidarity, compassion. The kids discuss if the sense of obedi-
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ence—the promise not to leave the family home—should have prevailed over the wish to help
the friend by taking him the notebook he needed and had forgotten. Finally, the conclusion is
generallyaccepted: theboyhas actedwell in helping thefriendnotwithstanding the punishment
ais father could impose on him. Through the teacher, Erice attempts toinquireinto the distances
and parallels between the child viewers and the child actors of the film, who are the same age,
by highlighting, in particular, the absence of the father in both instances. In order to conclude
this bit of ¢ciné-vérité, Erice, on the train back to Madrid, expounds one last idea which perfectly
rounds of f the tale: “thanks to cinema Ahmad Ahmadpur and Mohammad Reza Nematzadeh had
made a lot of friends in Arroyo de la Luz. There’s one fact we adults often forget: children know
nothing of frontiers, the whole world’s their home.”

Atthevery moment in which, for reasons of editorial production, I must consider the news of
this correspondence to be over and done, a letteris on the way.  know something about it. [know
that Abbas Kiarostami is filming the life of a quince tree in Iran. On this tree there still lives one
sf the quinces from Victor Erice’s tree. When it finally falls the quince will not rot away like the
others. Abbas Kiarostami’s camera follows the adventure of Victor Erice’s fruit through nature
“from an oriental point of view.” A journey, an escapade or even a meditation, a direct reference
to the life which continues through one film that connects up with another, with the tree that
links them and which forms an inescapable part of the stylistic world of both authors. It only
remains for us to add with conviction that the process will continue.
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From

Victor Erice
Abbas Kiarostami

Madrid, 22 October 2005

Dear Abbas,

This is a letter I started writing a while back. As I was awaiting your news at the time,
I couldn’t make up my mind to finish it and send it to you. Today I'm finally doing so,
while I chew over—almost like the cow on your postcard—the odd doubt.

A few months ago I received these drawings. Eight-and nine-year-old boys and girls had
done them, pupils at a primary school in Extremadura, living in Arroyo de la Luz, a
village some 20 kilometres from Cdceres and 300 from Madrid. After seeing Where Is
My Friend’s House? in class theyd recreated scenes and characters from your film on a
piece of paper with coloured pencils or a simple marker.

The experience the drawings reflected was part of a Teacher Training programme called
“Open Your Eyes”. It seemed so interesting that I decided to get to know its participants
a bit better.

Arroyo de la Luz has 6,600 inhabitants. Today its people have traded their former
dedication to farming and livestock for the service industries. An odd thing occurs,
though: most of the men have migrated to Madrid to work as building workers, leaving
the kids in the care of their mothers and grandparents.

When I announced my visit to the school, the teacher agreed to have a new showing of
the film, mainly for the kids who didn’t get to see it the first time round.

On the journey back I was thinking about lived experience. One thing was clear in my
mind: thanks to cinema Ahmad Ahmadpur and Mohammad Reza Nematzadeh had
made a lot of friends in Arroyo de la Luz.

There’s one fact we adults often forget: children know nothing of frontiers, the whole
world’s their home.

All the best,

Victor Erice

“Arroyo de la Luz", 22 October 2005 [Letter 3]







Fram

Abbas Kiarostami

far

Victor Erice

Teheran, December de 2005

Diear Victor,

You must know I'm one of the admirers of your film The Quince Tree Sun

| know that when you and Amtonio Lipez were making the movie, the attention of the
two of you was focussed on the quinces that remained under the tree, rotting, af the end
of the fulm

For this reason maybe you didn't reglise that there was a branch with @ quinee on it

ini the street that was seemingly to have another fate. In our culture, if the fruit hangs
outside the four walls of a garden it belongs to the people passing bij. Here we see

two boys who are a bit older than Antonio Ldpez's grandchildren and who are more
interested in eating the quince than in painting it. And they turn it into a larget,

Abbes Klgrostand

“The Quince”, December 2005 [Letter 4
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Going to Meetthe Ghosts. Portico to La Morte Rouge

La Morte Rouge is an attempt to relate certain particulars of the first cinema experience of a child.
Given the conditioning factors typical of the mediumin whichitisgoingtobe publicly presented,
and inasmuch as it is situated outside the conventional limits of fiction, said attempt possesses,
in its brevity, an inevitable sketchiness; it is more or less doomed, due to its very nature, to fail
in the documentary recouping of the facts.

I's good things are this way. Because here it would mean something different from the regis-
tering of the events, that ultra-modern drive which converts, through the use and abuse of the
newtechnologies, human experience into an archive, It would mean, rather, turning this essen-
tial failure into something evocative, capable of revealing what may lie behind those holes which
the action of time gradually makesin personal memory and the annals of History both. In short,
to draw attention to the other face of what is sold to us as reality; or what amounts to the same
thing, to show the other scene.

As the Inspector of Souls, Sigmund Freud, said, nothingis ever completely forgotten. And only
out of this form of remembering can the past be illuminated anew. Whence the discussion, and
the contradiction, contained in the text, that which the narrator’s voice personifies in La Morte
Rouge, which restricts itself to the images or flies over them, depending on the moment, fluctu-
ating between the first and third person. Aninevitable coming-and-going which in this hypnotic
state testifies to the subject’s inconsistency. Because, who is it who remembers?
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La Morte Rouge

The sea... It could be said thatonly thesearemains. The rest is dif ferent or has been effaced with
time, like footprints in the sand. Buthere it was, in the very same space occupied by these cubes,
emblem of Modernity—the Casino Gran Kursaal, the setting where thisstory began. Someone
very close told me it, one day when we were talking about our first experiences as moviegoers.

The Gran Kursaal...

I ask myself what will have become of those ghosts that more than one of us thought we some-
times saw at night wandering about the environs of the casino. The ghosts of gamblers and crou-
piers, of waiters and cooks, of musicians and variety artistes: anonymous dead folk in the main,
disappearing intothe nothingness, like the monumental building they onceinhabited.

All the same, there were beings related to this episode of initiation who, quitting the cinema
screen, went beyond the ephemeralnatureof their existence: Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson; to
wit, Basil Rathbone and Nigel Bruce. Others, meanwhile, have also vanished with the years: Roy
Wwilliam Neill, the enigmatic director, and Gerald Hamer, alias Alistair Ramson, the actor who,
off-stage, embodied his last and most brilliant role: Potts, the postman of La Morte Rouge.

La Morte Rouge...That was the name of the place: a village surrounded by marshes, situated in
French-speaking Canada on the outskirts of Quebec. I've never managed to find it on the map,
probably because it only existed in the imagination of the scriptwriters of The Scarlet Claw, the
first film he remembered having ever seen.

The kid was five at the time and it was a winter’s af ternoon. For a long time he avoided putting
adate to that crucial experience, which thus remained in an undefined spot in the lawless terri-
tory of earliest childhood. Until one day during a visit to the city, in the archives of the Municipal
Library he meticulously went through the two local newspapers of the period. In their issues

&




corresponding to 24 January 1946, in the Entertainment Section, he found what up until then he
hadn’t wanted to know in its entirety: “ Kursaal. Today. Sensational premiére. The Scarlet Claw.
Suitable for minors. Sessions: 5, 7:30 and 10:30.”

In contrast to what its title announced, in The Scarlet Claw red was abolished: its images only let
the colours of mourning be seen, the black-and-white of primordial cinema. Although it formed
part of a series inspired by the adventures of the character of Sherlock Holmes, for the public
The Scarlet Claw was mainly just one more “scary” film, almost banal in appearance. Except that
in this instance the scariness spread forthbeyond the screen, prolonging its echo in the ambi-
ence of a devastated society—on the one hand due to thebloodletting typical of a civil war and
its sequels; on the other, to the effects of a recently ended world struggle. While an emotionally
benumbed population sought refuge in the imaginary world of cinema, there wasn’t a continent
on the planet that wasn't totting up, right there and then, its dead and missing on the battle
fronts orinthebombedcitiesand extermination camps.

Did this universal pain somehow weigh upon the heart of the five-year-old boy who, in the
company of his sister—she was seven years older—walked towards the penumbra of a cinema to
see the first film of his life? It’s dif ficult to know. Anyway, one mightimagine so, that it weighed
upon him alot; that this generalised pain, deposited like a sediment in the dark depths of society,
impregnated everything.

Whoever chose this “scary” movie demonstrated that they had a grownup’s sense of curiosity.
That day the Entertainment Section announced some very attractive titles (Experiment Perilous,
Honolulu), butthey didn't count: they were for Adults. Among the ones suitable for Minors there
were other options, probably more interesting (Sundown) or appropriate ones: for example, the
animated drawings of a sof t-centred tale for children, Garbancito de la Mancha, or the cuteness of
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Shirley Temple in Kiss and Tell. And yet someone—my sister, surely—chose The Scarlet Claw.

The show took place inside the Casino Gran Kursaal. An emblem of the city, the pride of its
bourgeoisie, opened in 1922 by the Queen of Spain, the Casino had very quickly learned how
its main object, gambling, was outlawed. This more or less unforeseen event contributed to its
gradual decline; but it was above all the marchof historywhich meant that the ambitions of the
peoplewho builtit would never be fulfilled. All of them slowly disappeared from the public scene
without being able to recover the splendour of a definitively lost Belle Epogue, that “glamour”
reflected in the Rafael Penagos poster which inits day announced the opening of the Gran Kursaal
to the four winds. The march of history was the cause, indeed...

In the 1940s the Kursaal survived thankstothe cinema. If you wentin through itsmain entrance,
to get to the theatre where the screenings were taking place you had to follow the route traced on
the floor by a red carpet; to leave behind, to the left, as you moved forward, the huge, closed-of
rooms. Immersed in a semi-darkness in which the silver of its mirrorsand the glass teardrops of
its extinguished lamps shone, they seemed to form part of the mise en scéne of a bad dream. On
that January afternoon the boy timidly traversed them, clinging to his sister'shand, like someone
entering another world.

The theatre was fullof people, more than eight hundred spectators dotted throughout the stalls,
boxes and balconies. From his seathe had time to let his eyes wander over the paintings on the
dome or to amuse himself with the publicity inscribed on flats that went up and came down at
intervals, occupying theentire proscenium. Until all of a sudden the insistent sound of a buzzer
announced the start of the session. The latecomers among the spectators rapidly occupied their
seats. In the midst of the darkness, from on high, the beam of light of a projector issued forth. As
ifby the art of magic, the images of a newsreel began to file past on the screen.
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Of that first No-Do of his life, the scene would remain engraved of a high of ficial—a Civil
Governor of Catalonia, no less—doling out in the street, for Christmas, a few pesetas into the
hands of poor menand women, formed up inaline. Ina way this documentary evidencewasthe
substratum of reality on which a fewminutes later the fiction would establish itself. But this, the
boydidn’tknow; for him fiction and reality were as yet the same thing.

From its very first images The Scarlet Claw displayed a nightmarish atmosphere. It was as if
everyday life were suddenly interrupted, whilst the betl of the church in La Morte Rouge tolled
unexpectedly. Inside a caf é a strangely motionless and silent mankind was listening attentively
to the mournful pealing; on their faces, a confused fear, as if they were witnessing the agreed
signal for phantoms and souls in torment t o come onto the scene. But the person who did so for
real, beating the ghosts toit, was Potts, the local postman, examining the question in a loud voice
of aphenomenon nobody knew how to interpret: “Who can be ringing the church bell? Perhaps
it's nobody... Maybe it's a ‘something’, and this ‘something’ is what’s doing the ringing.”

Thedisturbing questiondidn't take long making itselfknown: adead woman appeared stretched
out on the floor of the church, clutching in her right hand, inadying gesture, the rope of the bell.
The first of a series of crimes which would sow panic among the inhabitants of La Morte Rouge:
in all of them the murderer eliminated his victims by slashing their throats in the manner a wild
animal, utilising a kind of metal claw.

Andthus it was,in the midst of what the vast majority thought of as a mere pastime that the boy
discovered that people died; and, furthermore, that men were able to kill other men.

During the screening, with a sense of curiosity that was momentarily greater than his fear.
seeking an explanation, he kept a watch on the faces of the adult spectators. Attentive but
unmoved, for the most part silent, the deaths that were taking place in front of their eyes didn't

90




seem to affect them. There wasn'’t indifference in their eyes, it was something else altogether,
perhaps what Potts the joker had hinted at: “something”.

This fact awoke a suspicion in him: the unanimous attitude of the adults had to be the conse-
quence of a pact they’d all agreed to, consisting of saying nothing and carrying on watching.
Because all of them possessed one feature in common: they knew something he didn’t know, a
secret that explained everything. To uncover it was, from that moment on, the disturbing adven-
ture to which he felt drawnby a force superior to his will, the one which caused him to glimpse
the other face of fiction: a black hole in the fabric of reality, a drain down which the entire inno-
cence of the world had gone.

Atthe end, Sherlock Holmes would discover that the cruel murderer in La Morte Rouge was the
most innocent-looking person of all: Potts, the sardonic postman, lover of the occult. Potts wasn’t
Potts, however, but Alistair Ramson, a resentful actor obsessed by revenge, who passed himself
of fas a postman in order to get close to his victims without being recognised. But what wasan
actor? The boy didn’t know exactly. What he deduced was that an actor was someone who didn’t
have a soul of his own; that, furthermore, by means of falsebeards, hairpieces and moustaches,
<hanges of clothing and of voice, he was capable of choosing an identity at will. And if Potts was
able to be everybody, then everybody was able to be Potts, evil Potts. He came out of the cinema
perturbed, dispossessed of any kind of certainty, sporting a feeling of abandonment that would
accompany him forever.

It was already night as the two siblings returned home along the bank of the river. Here and there
in its dark waters the streetlights were glittering. There was a moment in which she, pausing,
made the boy look at the reflections while she called on his aid, repeating an old game, “I Spy”.
The familiar reply in question form, “What do you spy?” didn’t arrive this time, despite her
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stubborninsistence: “Ispy, I spy...” He looked into her eyes as if she were a stranger, lips pressed
together, saying nothing.

In her role as initiator the sister immediately perceived the inner turmoil that was gripping
him. Furthermore, conscious of his panic, she dedicated herselfto stimulating his memory of
the murderer of the film, that uniformed figure of evil: “ The postman’s coming, the postman’s
coming”, she repeated to him before going to bed. In this way she would discover the practice
of terroras a form of power. Although perhaps, deep down, she was doing nothing other than
exortcising her own fear; a fear that came from afar, accumulated in the besieged Madrid of the
Civil War,duringherdaysasallittle girl subjected to the horror of the bombings, and which still
remained stuck to her skin.

For atime letters were an emblem of death for the boy; and postmen its agents. Dressed in their
blue uniform, head covered with a round peaked cap, they covered the city streets at the double
bearing on their shoulders leather mailbagsin which all the menace of the world might have been
contained. Each morning at the same time one of them entered the hallway of the house. As it
was a period of electricity cuts and the bellsweren’t working, in order to announce his presence
from the stairwell he blew on a whistle. On hearing it the boy ran to take refuge in the most out-
of-the-way corner of the house.

On the envelopesof the lettersthere were always one or more stamps. On almost all of these the
same portrait appeared: that of a man with a serious expression and a cold stare. On the radio
they called him Generali simo, which—as someof the barriokids explained—meant that he was
the one who was mainly in charge, amilitary man. His face, which appeared painted on the walls,
and above all the icy look in his eyes, henceforth presented themselves to theboy as one more
sign of death.
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Night after night the door of his roomremained open onto the darkness of the passageway that
connected every bit of the apartment. From thebed, being unable to sleep, he observed the artifi-
cial light that came in through thebalcony. It was a pallid light, filtered by the net curtains, that
was concentrated on the whitewashed, rectangular surface of the ceiling—a kind of imaginary
cinema screen—only to be dispersed from there throughout the rest of the bedroom. From time
totime, at the passingalongthe streetof a vehicle—acar, a tram—the window panes shook; a few
fleeting, elongated shadows, unfurling in afanshape, crossed the screen of theceiling, while in
thewardrobe mirror unwonted glimmers appeared. Next, ever ything returnedto theambiguous
stillness of always, inhabited by intermittent tiny sounds the nature of which it was impossible
to pinpoint, and which presided over the slow flowing of time.

As in The Scarlet Claw, the chiming of the nearby church clock, along with the confused noise
of footsteps in the street, and the sound, like the crack of a whip, of clapping hands appeared to
serve as a prelude to that mysterious music which promptly issued forth at these belated hours
from a piano or a violin in the apartment above. It could be said that insomniac hands finished
preparing the requisite atmosphere so that, at the very threshold of sleep, the memory would
once more reach the boy of the film in which he’d just discovered not only the fact of death in
itself, but also the power men hadtovisit death upon other men.

To therhythm of these signs he wentback anew to his recollections of the images of the film, and
especially those of its main protagonist: the killer postman with his metal claw ready to wreak
havoc. He thought he could feel him getting closer step by step from the end of the passageway,
in the dark; then, very still, in silence—he never called out to his parents—he closed his eyes.
Playing dead was the only way deathwouldn’tnoticehim, as if he were an already claimed victim,
and sowould pass by without stopping in search of other sleeping bodies.
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For weeks the boy 1vved this mghunare tothe full. Uatll ¢c)nema itsell come 1o bis aid: if a fiba
had pardy perturbed him. there were s00a others whirch little by littlc placed baini upon the
wound, thus affording telief to hit feeling of abandenmenr. This doubdle game of wound and
consolaton thal seached bim fram the screen inscituted his contrada:tory rapport with moving
images.

Manyycars went by before he was able to view The Scatlet Claw again. According to what he
te)d me,on that occasion he weat afong to the cineina witl thie Feor of not recogaising himseif,
drivea not so mich by coriosity as by necessity, it hia memory only thinee or foue details ol thie
film ceinaioed. Alter seeing itonce reose, howevee, he realised thatall of them were substantive,
In some way, scross time. tharremote expeclence had been kapt allve within 1im.

Thelest time 1 spoke ta him he wanted to know eomething of Roy William Welll, the dizector.
He asked me 1@ dig up some Infotmation, buc t was hard pur to find a few lines in a couple of
encsclopaedias, They all gave 2 plain and simple sunnrmaty of his lifc. luke enough to discover that
like postman Potts, Roy Witliam Neill was alsoa pure Inventlon. Appanently, he was originally
called Rotand de Gostrie, a French-3ounding natne whlich encourages one to think that st was as
fatse astheonehe[tnally adopted.

He came into the world in 1887, on the high seas, on board @ ship captained by his futher, of( the
coast ofiseland. He managed ta make moce thong hundzed (ilms, In parciost taday, Thelastone
dates, precirely, from 1946. He died that sameYedr from a heartattack in Londoa, not far fram
221 Baker Street. He invented a place. La Morte Rouge. belonging taa country that doesn't appear
on 371¥ map. ¢alled cinema.







The Teatro del Principe,
of'ten converted into a cinema,
San Sebastiin, end of the tg9s0s

Introduction to
the Dark Cave
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Itisrare, at Jeast among genuine aficionados, that one forgets the first time one went to the
cinema; not only does one recall, however many years one has gone without seeing it again, the
first film one saw, but the exact place and the precise circumstances which surrounded that
inaugural, always determinant, in some cases decisive, experience.

It may be said without exaggeration that the most important thing is not so much what was
seen—that the film in question was good, that we liked it at the time, that it scared us or made
us cry, both of them amazingly frequent circumstances, and without them thereby servingasa
warning, but as a stimulus for a growing eagerness—as the fact of seeing, of discovering some-
thing new, consisting of darkness, known people—the relatives who took us to the cinema—
mixed with many other totally unknown ones, of obligatory silence and immobility. Something
that instilled respect, radiated expectation and mystery, invited (or forced) quietude without
being a religious ceremony, albeit, of course, an enigmatic and surprising secular rite.

In the era in which Victor Erice began going to the cinema—as in my own, some seven years
later—the normal thing would be to arrive in good time, perhaps by crossing a lobby, to a huge audi-
torilum—now it would seem disproportionate, unfillable, but at that time it might be full—with
over-elaborate decoration, often modernist in style, exaggeratedly sumptuous, although probably
of a“come down in the world” luxury—and now, while I come to think of it, with a somewhat fune-
real side, notwithstanding the prevalence of reds and golds—with stalls that were possibly staved in
and uncomfortable, yet upholstered in velvet, too big for some of us kids, who were maybe obliged
not to lower the seat in order, thereby, to be able to perch on its much less comfortable upper edge,
without the viewer in the row in front blocking a screen that was almost always enormous—and
which due to our size seemed immense to us—which before there might be anything to see we'd
want to see entire, as soon as the mysterious and heavy curtains covering it were drawn back.
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First, a few announcements or notices would appear—along the lines of “Visit our elegant bar
on the mezzanine floor”—which prevented us from continuing to inspect the ultra-high palace
ceiling, which lacked comparison with the ones we were accustomed to having over our heads.
Next, the darkness would become almost total, and with this themurmurs and noise would cease.
Other kids or we ourselves would be called to order, and to immobility and silence. The screen
would be lit by a stream of light, and we'd turn round to detect its source. In following back the
luminous beam we'd see suspended motes of dust, as in the rays of sunshine that filter through
the blinds, and we'd become aware of a curious mechanical sound, slithering and vibrant, unfor-
gettable. A bit of music would sound that was later to become familiar to us, remaining forever
in our ears, and a haughty, satisfied, obsequious voice with a wheedling, persuasive tone, at
times spirited or perhaps selectively disdainful or ironical towards what was foreign, of which
we'd quickly learn to be instinctively mistrustful, although we still didn’t imagine that it was
“his master’s voice”, the intonation of propaganda, yet which sounded false to us, hypocritical,
at bottom unbelieving until the moment when—we noticed—it simulated adherence or enthu-
siasm, which at least it exaggerated. The images that filed past in black-and-white mixed recog-
nisable things with other highly exotic ones, which the first certified as equally real, although
distant and never hitherto viewed, at least not in movement. It is as well to remember that for
little Spaniards coming into the world before 1970 or so, the No-Do newsreel was in fact the first
film we saw.

We'd been introduced to a strange marvel: it was reality in movement (a movement that was
only able to surprise us by comparison with photographs, since in itself it wasn’t lacking in
it), albeit devoid of colour. But we'd already, even in something as untrustworthy as the No-Do,
begun to travel, to quit our city, our country, which we could sometimes get a bird’s eye view of,
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when we still hadn’t even been up in an aeroplane. Nevertheless, it was an ephemeral, transitory
miracle that didn't really satisf y our curiosity but redoubled our expectant impatience. Because
we'd come to see a movie, not a newsreel, or a kind of diverse contemporary magazine called
Imdgenes, with another, less solemn, more catchy jingle, and with a more miscellaneous, at times
sports-orientated, content, given over less to the news, with less foreign catastrophes to contrast
with the daily opening of reservoirs intended to fight the “persistent drought”. But the spectacle
made itself be desired: an unwarranted, premature interval, and once again the penumbra, and
a foretaste of future films, thetrailers, which delayed the awaited, longed-for, promised moment
for yet a few minutes more, while they created new desires for the weeks ahead, since we were
convinced by now that all this was interesting. Ah, neither were we free by then of commercial
advertising, nor of the very promoting of cinema.

There’s no doubt that all of us who, as kids, turned into assiduous, omnivorous and insatiable
cinemagoers, long before we'd be able to transform ourselves into cinephiles, critics or cineasts,
were seduced in a very special and particularly intense way by something. At least we of that
generation, | reckon, were avid readers, and we never ceased beingso, nor being interested with
similar intensity and enthusiasm in many other things, some artistic and some not,and which
probably wenton changing with time. As a general rule the cinemawasnot, in that far-offera
in which there wasa lesser supply of entertainment that was cheap and relatively within our
reach, an exclusive or excluding passion, it never got to be a monomania or an obsession, the
cinema didn’t suffice for us. Butithad somethingspecial, it fulfilled us or satisfied us more, or
it appeared more potent to us. it’s possible that the era may have helped—these were the culmi-
natingyearsof sound cinema, of itsmature but still innovatory age, f ull of juvenile vigour—with
a genuine flood of great films of all genres, shades and styles, all linked by a perfect under-
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standing of narrative codes, via a sort of tacit understanding between filmmakers and viewers,
accepted as natural and logical by newcomers, which was based on mutual confidence and on a
series of understandings and conventions that nobody called into question.

Naturally, the first film in our lives may be more or less memorable in itself, depending on luck
or the taste of the adults who took us to the cinema for the first time. On occasions it may be an
especially impressive work, above all for an extremely young and impressionable viewer, and may
leave anindelible mark. It may even be a traumatic experience that indissociably combines agree-
able and pleasant sensations with a certain apprehension. But I don’t know of a single instance
in which, not liking the first film in itself that we saw, or provoking terror in us, we didn’t want
to repeat the experience, to try our luck again as soon as possible.

And so generally speaking it doesn’t matter so much what film we saw for the first time, or that
it was good or bad. We were already distinguishing between cinema and its individual expres-
sions, films. And just as some movies did not appeal and others did, for reasons difficult to
explain but seldom wrong, although we might not like the first film we saw, it might frighten
us, disturb us, make us suffer or even (the height of shame) cry—it’s unlikely that we'd be bored,
although it may be that the enforced immobility and obligatory silence might tire us oxr make us
impatient—the cinema had already won us over.

Idon’t know why for sure. I suspect, without any certainty, that one of the crucial and basic
attractions, along with the novelty and the ceremony, the rite, was the size of the things we saw
projected in two dimensions on the screen, an aspect which, after a phase of expansion—the
wide screen or CinemaScope, Cinerama—has progressively been reduced to the point of being
lost, with the fragmentation of the big cinemas into various auditoria, with the proliferation
of mini-cinemas (with their corresponding mini-screens). Because what cinema—both docu-
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mentary and fictional, both the one we recognised and the one we discovered for the first time
or our imagination as the readers of and listeners to stories gave material form to, the same ifit
photographically reproduced real persons as ifit involved animated cartoons—did, above all,
was to enlarge things, increasing their proportions toa scale superiorto the natural one—which
served as the title of a famous movie by Nicholas Ray, Bigger Than Life—that aggrandised (and
attimes magnified or sublimated) everything and enabled us to contemplate objects and faces
with a detail inaccessible in reality: we'd have to get so close that nobody would permit it, and
furthermore we'd lose perspective, context and even the ability tofocus. This magnifying-glass
effect—at that time wewouldn’t have put our eye to either a microscopeor a telescope, although
we'd have known of their existence—revealed the unknown to us, even in what we were fed up
of seeing: the street or the main park of our city, the cars that went down the roads, certain
everyday objects, plus, on an equal plane, with the same sharpness and on the same enlarged
scale, the never-seen, the unknown. Also at work was a second marvel, which we'd maybe not
notice at first, it depended on what films we might see: it made even the most fantastic and
impossible thingspresent, visible, evident, things which were unexpectedly there, on the screen.
ft didn’t matter that the images—to which we undoubtedly gave absolute credibility from the
first—might rectify or correct the ones we'd intuited, imagined or dreamed of from readings,
photos, prints ordrawings, they were never less fantastic, terrif ying or attractive, and they were
much bigger and more imposing.

What’s more, and unlike the No-Do, the films we were seeing told stories. Like tales and novels,
but visible. Weno longer had to imagine a three-masted sailing ship, we were seeing it, nor the
rows of oarsmen, which we able to count, nor look up in an encyclopaedia the appearance of a
poplar ora palm tree, which at times we recognised or which we identified by name, adjusting it
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to its revealed image. The cinema, then, supplied, confirmed, rectified or completed inf ormation
that the assimilative capacity typical of our age instantly stored away, probably forever. It was a
way of travelling, not only in imagination and fantasy, but also with sight, hearing, the entire
body almost, since at times it communicated to us the rolling of a boat, the thrust of the current
of a river, the velocity of a racing car or a plane.

How can it come as a surprise that a filmmaker formed in that cinema of huge dimensions,
at that early age, would think, for the restof his life, that cinema is a means of knowledge, that
it serves for giving material form to the non-existent and for exploring, in greater detail and
sharpness, that which surrounds us? How can it come as a surprise that what was a vehicle
for countless discoveries about the world and about life, about people and their gestures, their
relationships and their lying or dissimulation, would not be conceived as a quasi-scientific, or
perhaps poetic, tool which permits one to make discoveries, to see better and more deeply, and
to reveal this to others? Which enables one to contemplate things by delaying and prolonging
time, and to tell, by prolonging or compressing it, by speeding it up or slowing it down, a whole
host of stories, isolated or interwoven, linear or with retrogressions into the past to retrieve and
haul memories into the present.

It was a marvellous invention, to be sure, with capacities still in the course of being explored
and inventoried, which went on changing and adding new attributes or discarding them at will.
There were stories that seemed to call for wider screens, which required us to move our heads
in order to take them all in and to miss nothing, and others which were better—darker or more
“realistic”—in black-and-white than in colour. Still circulating were some films in which the
movements seemed speeded up, as if caricaturised or exaggerated, and in which the characters
didn't speak. They were the relics of silent cinema, almost always of short duration and of the
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comedy genre, which recounted the adventures and misadventures of permanent and sufficiently
individualised characters with picturesque nicknames—Pamplinas, Charlot, Jaimito [namely,
Buster Keaton, Charlie Chaplin, Larry Semon]—or descriptive ones—el Gordoy el Flaco [literally,
The Fat Man and The Thin Man, aka Laurel and Hardy]—and which had a more reduced coeffi-
cient of reality, almost as scarce as that of animated cartoons or films enacted by marionettes or
figures of different materials (paper, plasticine).

Much of what the cinema conditioned and represented then has disappeared almost completely,
and I'm afraid it’s irretrievable. Even part of what was essential about it has been weakened,
vulgarised in reduced forms, inminor formats; 1 want to believe that this is a transitory eclipse,
and that in partit’s retrievable. But it’s as well to ask if there’s anybody who desires this—and
it’sdifficult for someone who hasn’t known it to miss it, not to mention to yearn for it—and if
witnesses go on remaining capable of reconquering for the cinema its powers and its possibili-
ties, in large partin disuse, or not completely explored, developed, perfected and exploited. This,
I think, is tantamount to what Jean-Luc Godard in his Histoire(s) du cinéma—and in its appen-
dixes, footnotes and sketches—implies. That the cinema is something unique and extraordinary,
thatit hasn’t managed to give of itself as much as it could have, that it hasn’t contrived to fulfil
its promises, that it has been led astray from its path, but that it could return to it and set out
once again. If anybody remains who glimpses that potential and dares to put into practice what
has remained as a project, a sketch, a dream, and might thus manage to see more and better and
bigger, and to help us, we too, to look in another way.
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“] came when the blood
was still on the doors
and [ asked why”

José Angel Valente!

I

Victor Erice’s entire cinematic oeuvre is born of the will to explore a certain moral landscape.?
There are exceptions, to be sure, but the shadow of an ill-fated time—the interminable post-Civil
War period, the posguerra—repeatedly casts itself over his films, be they original projects (The
Spirit of the Beehive, The South), personal literary adaptations (The Shanghai Promise) or simple
momentary assignments (Lifeline). Jaime Pena has magnificently analysed, apropos of The Spirit
of the Beehive (1973), the recurrent tension between the frequent and precise spatio-temporal,
finally historical, indication his movies offer and a clear propensity for vagueness, abstraction
or even metaphor in which “emptiness and absence are configured as theonly valid strategies of
hyperbolic representation of what the dictatorship lacks: freedom, democracy [...] [And so] for
Erice the posguerra will be first and foremost a feeling, what redounds, in short, to the elliptical
nature of the story, the clearest manifestation of which will be the erasing of time and space.” In
that sense, and inopposition to other fashionable interpretations, Pena concludes that the real
task undertaken by Erice in The Spirit of the Beehive is not so much to call on the past to speak
metaphorically of the present (of the present of the final years of the dictatorship) as to “force-
fully proclaim that time somehow stopped in 1939."
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Lifeline (2002), a veritable summum and compendium of Erice’s cinema, created in the hangover
trom the bitter frustration produced by the confirmation that The Shan ghai Promise—his most
direct immersion, from the hand of Juan Marsé¢, in the world of the posguerra and its losers—
would never see the light due to reasons of a seemingly managerial kind, masterfully reworks the
strategies of earlier films. In its impacted ten minutes the film once again rehearsesa sort of ars
describendi remote from conventional narrative formulas in order to embark on the capturing of
prized and precious instants: “Directing a film”, notes Erice, “isn’t about expressing a previously
known truth [...], but about making that potential truth spring forth fromamong the images.”
‘Forty years earlier, in reformulating the boundaries of the critical realism championed by an
influential section of the European {and Spanish) Left, the young contributor to Nuestro Cine
had already dared to defend Kafka in the face of the criticisms of Lukdcs by understanding that
his work performs the essential role “of having us discover our own selves.”s The trajectory that
unfolds between The Spirit of the Beehive and Lifeline s, in fact, but a process of self-discovery via
an exploration of the possibilities and potentialities of cinematiclanguage itself.

[

“Dismantling genres, shattering narrative structures and the ‘naturalness’ of filmic expression;
distancing the cinema from the narrative tradition of literature, uniting it with the common
ground it shares with pictorial representation; investigating, tautening, capturing time;
involving the viewer by means of ingredients other than surprise, suspense, artifice—this is
a programme, modernity’s own, that Erice lays claim to”,* Mirito Torretro vehemently wrote
shortly after the presentation of The Quince Tree Sun (1992), but as it happens his accurate diag-
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nosis applies in equal measure to Lifeline. Like Kiarostami, Erice gives his backing to a re-educating
of the viewer’s gaze that would end up wedding his cinema to the impenetrable mysteries of poetry
more than to the certainties of conventional narration.” As such, Erice might claim that “Lack
of understanding forms part of the very essence of poetry and is accepted without any problem.
The same occurs with music. But not with cinema [...] In my opinion the cinema will never be
considered a major art unless the possibility of not understanding it is admitted.”®

Thus, over and aboveits central anecdote, barely held together by a trivial narrative framework,
Lifeline addresses itself to contemplation and evocation. There are, of course, many thematic ideas
in the film (death’s shadow, mother/child relationships, the traditional rhythms of life in the
countryside), but none imposes itself in a decisive way, unless it be the so-Ericean statement that
“the only mask is time’s.”* At the end of the day, Ten Minutes Older (2002)—the collective project
in which the film is inscribed—was meant to be about the passing of time, its diverse effects
and our different perceptions. No surprise, then, on that score. Erice skilfully constructs his
piece in accordance with the notions of that poetics of the void that some writers have considered
as the defining element of his oeuvre, by exploring, here, in a particularly systematic manner
the resources of reiteration and contiguity.” But also of the privileging of that interrogative off-
screen space that has turned, throughout his filmography, into one his most personal and recog-
nisable auteurist trademarks. And, in this instance more than ever, what grabs us as a magnetic
and determinant off-screen presence is nothing less than History.
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“War hovers in the background of an idyllic landscape and blood tinges the white purity of the
sheets while we sleep on without noticing it”, writes Linda Ehrlich, summing up her particular
impression—rather than interpretation—after attentive, repeated viewings of Lifeline.” Few texts
have fittingly underlined this dimension of the film, confining themselves instead to eliciting
an undeniable autobiographical clue from the eye-catching—and decisive—presence of an aban-
doned Falangist newspaper which, dated 28 June 1940 (that is, two days before the filmmaker’s
birth), announces the advance of German troops towards the Pyrenees. “Swastika in Hendaya”,
as the headline of the paper intones, is very far from being an innocent reference or a clumsy
strategy for dating the lifeline the film describes. Ericerefers his viewers toan essentialmoment
in Spain’s contemporary history, the end of the Civil War and the posguerra, aside from which it
alsomarks the date of his birth: his arrival into the world coincides with the advent of a new Spain
(Lanueva Espafia [The New Spain] is, not accidentally, the title of the above newspaper) in which
he, like so many others, will not recognise himself.

The poetic exercise of memory deployed in The Spirit of the Beehive spoke of disaster and lone-
liness in a very specific context, as also would have done—perhaps inopportunely, given the
temper of the times—The Shanghai Promise. In between the two, The South (1983) sought in its
poetic and elusive way toillustrate the expoliation of Republican memory, bringing the viewer
of those years of inconclusive democratic transition closer to the drifting of defeat, isolation and
loneliness. But the South that embodied the happy past, the lost paradise, the yearned-for utopia,
was never filmed and the movie necessarily changed its story-line and its direction and contented
itself with evoking from the uninhabited North, in an obligatory off-screen space, a promise as
distant as the mythical Shanghai of Marsé's novel. Lifeline would serve in a certain sense—allow
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us to inter pret it thus—to give Erice one last chance to evoke the wounds of the war and the empti-
nessof the posguerra (there, without needing to have recourse to the stain that spreads across the
newspaper, are the amputated leg of the young peasant boy, the Republican helmet adorning the
head of a scarecrow, the rigid social stratification oflife in the hamlet) from, in this instance,
the optimistic perspective of a promise, the “promise of the world™’ with which the filmmaker
combines historical temporality and mythic time.

Lifeline does not in the least renounce the function of self-discovery that its creator assigns to
art, nor the aspiration to make the truth spring forth from among the possibilities of his images.
But neither does he forget the co-ordinates of History and the exigencies of Memory, much as
Erice, with the poet, might now wish to implore:

“May the thread still not snap
endlessthread of hopeand may memory endure
in the elongated light of afternoon

May time still not halt

its incorruptible coutse

and may the waters pass by

the same waters that bear us along
luminous and embittered

while my canto lasts.”s
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From painting, cinema learnt about angles, framing, composition, distances, light and colour:
the pictorial has inhabited the filmic ever since Lumiére adopted the ways of an “Impressionist
painter”. The search for artistic legitimacy brought the cinema nearer to the legacy of a more
established and prestigious tradition, and explicit allusions to or quotes from painting were
frequent, from tableaux vivants to subtler interventions like the homages to Auguste Renoir of
his son Jean. Of course, the cinema has also taken painting, painters and, as we know, the very
cinematic lives of painters as a theme: from Rembrandt or Van Gogh to Antonio Lépez or Pollock,
by way of Andrei Rublev.

Yet besides these relationships, cinema and painting have long since shared something more:
awayoflooking at theworld, at reality. As Victor Erice points out, “during this century painters
and filmmakers have never ceased observing one another, maybe because they've had, and go
on having, more than one dream in common—capturing light, among others—but above all
because their work obeys, as André Bazin remarked, a single mythic impulse: the original need
to overcome time by means of the perennial nature of form; the totally psychological desire to
replace the external world with its double.”

In fact, wherever a movie camera was first set up on a tripod, looking at the world, long, long
before it there had been a canvas on an easel and behind ita painter. With itsinception the cinema
served to relieve painting by taking over the aspirations and tasks that were proper to the latter:
capturing the appearance of things, fixing beauty, being the memory of that which passes, testi-
fyingtoreality. Therelieving—orifyoulike, the supplanting—of the representational function, the
conflict of responsibilities, led to tensions and confrontations between two art forms condemned
to collide in the past. However, the passage of time and the imposition ofthe audiovisual industry,
with television in the van, the incessant production of banalised reality, has shown that cinema
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and painting can share in the present the possibility of looking in another way at the world, create
other images and exhibit reality outside of the hegemonic channels of representation.

Now, in The Clamour of the World. The Silence of Painting, we find ourselves in the presence of an
unusual form of co-operation between cinema and painting. Victor Erice has come up with a
device for presenting Antonio Lépez’s original pictures, an installation, an atmosphere and a
set of conditions that are not those specific to a museum or an art gallery. This is a cinematic

' experience that adds duration and temporality, lighting and sound, to the silent stillness of the
paintings; a retlection on reality, time and the gaze, an approach somewhere between cinemaand
painting born of the complicity and intimacy between filmmaker and painter that the filming
of The Quince Tree Sun (1992) hinted atin its day.

Both the feature film devoted to Antonio Lépez and the present installation have a clear prec-
edent, though. In the summer of 1990, before filming The Quince Tree Sun, Erice accompanied and
recorded the painter on video during various work sessions in different places in Madrid. Later, he
went back and set up the cameraalone in the same places at the same times of day, seeking after the
same viewpoint and the same sensations.It was then, when it came to approximating to painting,
that the limitations of video became evident, along with the distinctive characteristics of each
medium {framing formats, depth of field and colour). This was how Ericebecame aware that the
camera picked up onand showed movement, the fleeting passage of people and things, thatwhich
painting could not register. Because Antonio Lépez’s oeuvre, a far cry from Futurist attempts to
represent movement by means of vague kinetic effects, suppresses from the urban landscape all
that moves and cannot be observed and described with meticulousness.
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Some of these images were put out on DVD as Notes (1990-2003) with Antonio Lépez’s voice,
editing by Julia Juaniz, music by Pascal Gaigne, and texts by Erice himself. Let’s bring to mind
“Note 4: Gran Via and Madrid From Torres Blancas”. In both instancesthe twoshots (Gran Via
at ground level and Madrid from the top of the Torres Blancas) seek after a framing similar
to that of the pictorial compositions, and enmesh via a dissolve with the shots of the actual
paintings, thus privileging a comparison in which similaritiesand differencesare noticed. But
while the camera shows the urban landscapes ambient noise is heard, asound thatis gradually
extinguished during the dissolve, leaving the shot of the painting in total silence. In Erice’s
words: “With regard to the landscape, the video showed what the painting couldn’t capture:
the movement of vehicles and people, their fugitive passing. In the recording the image of
things was also that of their duration, it enabled one to see and hear what the painting caused
to disappear.”

The present installation involves a development of the procedure alluded to in “Note 47, but in
incorporating the paintings “live” before our very eyes, a matter of singular importance since
if there is a feature which now characterises painting and gives it a specific meaning in the face
of the whirl of images that proliferate so much, it is precisely its resistance to reproduction, its
insistence on being contemplated live. No copy, however perfect, can provoke in theinitiated
viewer theexperience elicited by live contemplation.

Inisolated enclosures, little chapels with asmall spacebetween them, actual paintings and one
drawing by Antonio Lépez await us: Gran Via (1974-1981), Madrid From Torres Blancas (1974-1982),
Quince Tree (drawing and oil paint, 1990 and 1992), Madrid From Almodévar Hill (1991-1994).
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Each picture haa its sound:mack, which recreates the ambient sounds of the place depicted and
csuses them to swizl around the viewer, ecsvelsping him a9 1f he veere whete the artist worked.
Sound beginatohe heard and its volume gradually incceases a s the painting and the esclosute
datleen (there's a cyclozama slightly {lluminated behind cach wark). O n zeoching the taxinium
saund level the light comes on bitby ity In such a way that while the picrute i illuminated. in
pacallel and inversely the sound dimtniishes, as if the light were canicellingitout. The silence
coincides with tatal visual plesitude for s minute or so; then the light gasdiv ally decreases and
uk the pictuze ceasea tobe seer thesound cones back lteleby little

Each cycle takes 3ome three ininutes, isrepeated ana loop, and the tour of the pairtings and
theie respeesive time lonps is covetsible The veewe r can move acound. e nter and exit each enclo-
suze and randomlyencounter each eycle and plcture

Infrequent in the usual way of exhibiting picturea, Lhe initial darkness evokes the cineimatic
experienice, the auraand atmosphere convoked at che tieginning of rovie screenings, Antici-
pation of Ihe soundiruck {overlagiping aound ptior to vlsion, on ablack plane) Jeads to visual
eapectationsand Invites one to unagine a place Lhatone cannotyer see, Meanwhileonc heats
whatthepainuingisto cject from ftsstatic sibence: the experienice of duration, the temporslity
that ls manifesied and expeessed on the somndtrack.

The paraliel transition froim ambient naise to silence nnd from semidackness to light facilitates
the revelation of sthe painttng in its most casential being, 123 cpiphuny amidat an untalioglcal
sllence. The stow passage from ouratic darkness to viston vind the subsequent sustained ajleac
stilineas encoursge the cult experience of contemplation

This is no normal stillttesy, but one prseeded by (e ionorou ¢ sugpestian ol movesment. Neither
Is it 2 soemal gilence, but ona preceded by smblent sound. "The sound cinema haa invented




“atonio Lopez

Zidnce Tree, 1990

fencil on paper, 104 x 120 Ccm
Private collection, Madrid
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silence”, said Bresson, and Erice bt as necalled this onoccasions. Stlewce ve the coanterpaint of
sound and its chronological unfolding isan emphasis oft he conteoplative gaxe which overcomes
the suceessivencss vt cxpevience, [he brief sound d untion a nd its d isplacements give way to the
arrested time of the painting, condensed and silenz. campact, filled with supesposed, unifled
Instants (glonces, beushytrokes, lines, superknpasitions, dissolves): & §s contalied ime that
unfvlds onee moee i n contemilation, wlies the eye moves over theskin of the painting, thal outer
layer which ec ties and giows upon the atoalgaoc of vaderlying strata, a condensed accamalstion
ofinseents,

‘The instellailon enfolds 1he ocig111al paintdngs (nhigh style and faveursthe discovery of whag
they sitently show. the myssety and strangeness of everyday realiy. 1he passing of the days and
the rw(fled palpitetion of ivs indeepherable secrer. the esnounn of lookiag and the revel ion of
scelng, Enitn cyclical ceneranion she dnstailavion esrablishes an Incexesnt conversation between
cinema and Painting, providing an e xpecience in which temporal becoming. the ongoing flight
of the contingent and {1svisions, dlaloguewith (he possibllity of jelliug in the stillness of a
canvas. And 3t thal polnt transceade the concretion of plintings os the relationship beeween
two pTts in order to teler to vision iksell, to its duration and its reemory, 10 the huinen desire,
immicanorial and eyclicel. of stopping timeand serzinglife
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One never imagined when he was making his earliest films that Kiarostami could have taken
the risk of forgoing the experience of traditional cinematic projection. On the contrary, his
stories, his fables and the geographical itineraries of his characters didn't call for quitting
the confines of the “cinematographic theatre” auditorium. Nevertheless, filmslike Homework
(1989), and many years later, Ten (2002), were to establish a bias towards repetition, towards
the affirmation of a device which took the place of mise en scéne. A serial sensibility was at
work in Kiarostami’s fiction, without attention having been paid to it early on: the repeated
attempts to get around the obstacle of the dog in Bread and the Alley (1970), the comings and
goings ofthe little boy of Where Is My Friend's House? (1987), the unfortunate car driver's almost
infantile giving in to his punctured tyre of Solution (1978), the overall construction of the
narrative in stages of And Life Goes On (1992), the obsessive insistence of the bashful lover
of Through the Olive Trees (1994), the dissolving appearances of the pupils of Homework, the
renewed attempts atimposture of a pseudo-filmmaker in Close up (1990), Bezhad’s racing about
with his telephone on the hilltop in The Wind Will Carry Us (1999)... The breakers tossing a
piece of floating wood about in Five (2004) complete this potential serial interpretation of
Kiarostami’s entire oeuvre.

This undoubtedly reveals an experimental penchant on the part of the filmmaker, and the util-
isation of video followed by the flight from the traditional cinema auditorium were the sceno-
graphic solutions for developing this experimentation. In point of fact the video image appears
in his cinema with Taste of Cherry (1997): the film was reborn to both light and life in the final
images shot by a video camera. Later on, ABC Africa (2001), Ten and Five were to be entirely shot
on video. Retrospectively, one cannot escape the fact that appearing side by side in Kiarostami
are, on the one hand, a humanist engagement, at times a compassion or tender observation of
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his characters—this is his warm side—and on the other, a dramaturgical “machinery”, a sort
of repetitive formalism, a narrative minimalism: this is his cold side.

I've often made the supposition that in the filmmaker’s case experimental egoism clashed with
documentary generosity. What one often senses as being exceptional in his films is as much that
secret tension between form and subject as the artful ideological audacity that has led to their
success. In a way one could claim that Kiarostami’s bias towards installation has to do with his
wish to escape this contradiction, to momentarily deliver himself from it, whereas, however, it
was this that first led to the singularity of his films.

Kiarostami’s gaze is much enlivened by a decorative geometry when it comes to framing a
landscape, following a vehicle, accompanying the trajectories of his characters, integrating the
latter in the landscape or both uniting and opposing them to their means of transport. In his
films Kiarostami plans lines and angles, provokes intersections, adopts rotations, organises
shattered segments. Doubtless it’s easy to observe in this abstraction the essential influence
of the art of the carpet, in other words the anthropological and plastic, coded and hyperbolic,
practice of the organisation of motifs belonging to Persian textile culture. In many ways the
“carpet-effect” is generalised at the scale of the oeuvre as a whole. Butin the firstinstance instal-
lations perform for Kiarostami the function of accentuating his formal inclinations, inclina-
tions which he was unable, beyond a certain aesthetic and ethical limit, to get to cohabit and
develop with a humanist cinematic fiction. It was necessary for him, then, “to quit the cinema
auditorium” in order to be free of narrative constraints. He isn’t the first filmmaker to give in
to this necessity: think of Raoul Ruiz in the 1990s, Chantal Akerman, Atom Egoyan.
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Lookingat Ta’ziye (2004) is the most recent “installation”. It’s frequently presented in a theatre and
not in a museum. [talso has little relationship to Kiarostami’s other installations. It links and
compares multiple screens that break up the gaze, and the traditional captivity of the cinema
spectator in his seat.

The spectator follows the entire spectacle on three screens: two projections respectively
describing the faces of men and of women (in black-and-white) placed low down, which recreates
the Ta’ziye properly so called. At the same time we see the stage covered by carpets and simul-
taneously the public. Weare present, then, at the spectacle on many scales: extremely sweeping
shots for the performance itself and close ups of the public. The upper projections enable us to see
the evolution of the spectators’ emotion: their responses are presented “live”. The spectacle has
a cathartic virtue; it brings a legend the public identifies with up to date once more. Kiarostami
films not so much the effects of the spectacle as the effects of the belief in a fiction, of belief tout
court. The physical position of the spectators of the Taziye is the same as that of western visi-
tors in front of Sleepers (2001): the Ta'ziye is looked at in a downward direction and the triangle
formed by the three video images recreates the spatial layout of the spectacle for us by giving
the impression that the charactersarelooking from a point on high. Contrary to western theatre,
there is no hierarchy in the spaces devolving upon the public—no pit or dress circle—but many
divisions coexist: the huge distance between actors and spectators, and aboveall, in the midst of
this audience, the absolute division of the sexes. The installation conveys this: the link between
the men’s screen and thewomen’s screen is non-existent.
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The two proposals Sleepers and Ten Minutes Older (2001) are based on the principle of a “loop”, a
long, infinitely resumed sequence. These installations provide open-ended experiences of dura-
tion. With no fictional rendezvous in sight, the strolling spectator who chances upon two people
filmed in their sleep, the image of whom is projected on the ground, is invited into an intimacy
which does not proceed from an identification bound to the forcefulness of a narrative. No event
appears to mark the recording of the exemplary non-action that is sleep, save the imperceptible
breathing of the sleepers and a few infinitesimal movements specific to slumber.

Instead of an invitation to project oneself into the temporality of a fiction that deprives the
cinema spectator of a part of his awareness of actually living, Sleepers, and to a lesser degree Ten
Minutes Older, imposes a live perception of the time that is elapsing and the illusion of being ina
present common to the sleepers. Something occurs here that Kiarostami pursued elsewhere by
other means (And Life Goes On, for example): the adhering of the fiction to the present time of the
event (the great earth tremor, the disaster of which the character in the same film traverses). Also,
Sleepers gives one the feeling that Kiarostami manufactures the time of contemplation, finally
comes to the decision to draw a halt (his characters travel so much!), and films the internal move-
ment of the body in order to produce the present. As if slowness, the observation of immobility,
facilitated the representation of the present, its restitution exposed rather than projected.

The apprehension of time is not presented in the same way in the two installations: Ten Minutes
Older, with its “loop” replayed every ten minutes, gives way to a more repetitive temporal expe-
rience. In return, the ninety-eight minutes of Sleepers tone down the rerunning and give more
the idea of something live, of a represented present. There is not, so to speak, any marker in the
temporal flow. Obviously, only the installation permits all these effects: Andy Warhol could and
should have thought of this grounding for his film Sleep, since the cinema auditorium and its
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theatrical constraints do not facilitate the patience necessary when faced with the dearth of action
and the very dearth of movement itself. And even if the visitor isonly present at a few seconds of
the ninety-eight minutes of Sleepers, he instantly grasps the principle and legitimacy of it.

In other words, and more generally, it isn’t necessary for the visitor to the installations to
depend on a submitting to the image, comparable to that of the cinema spectator, for him to
understand the justification of the installations, those of Kiarostami in particular. The fugitive
vision of an installation causes the complete unfolding of its process of images to be imagined.
It is mainly this that distinguishes a projected film from exposed moving images, independently
of the organisation of the fictional complexity of the first and the abstraction or narrative slight-
ness of the second.

Along with the narrativity of film, the plasticity of installation interests Kiarostami because
this is the way that the tension established between horizontality and verticality assumes all its
meaning. The visitor-spectator is vigorously called upon to experience the horizontality of the
representation of the stretched-out bodies, projected on the ground, and which he is obliged to
mentally oppose to the verticality of normal cinematic representation. Thelatter has this crite-
rion incommon with painting. Yet it isonce more to thecarpet that these images arecomparable:
the visitor-spectators can tread upon the moving image (even though they thereby hide a part
of it), move across it, avoid and skirt it as a precious decorative element. They can walk on this
luminous carpet, onthis light-weave standing in for the weave of a textile.

In fact this carpet-screen factor runs right through the oeuvre as a whole: the hill of Where Is
My Friend’s House? on which is deliberately “engraved”, for the requirements of the filming, the
layout of the paththe boy repeatedly takes; the trees which vertically striate the space of the shot,
whileincluding the characters therein like stitches of embroidery in AndLife Goes On or in Through
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the Olive Trees... Kiarostami films his characters as shuttles executing their trajectories as in the
process of weaving where woof crosses warp, human shuttles which weave the carpet-shots. The
carpet-effect at work in so many Kiarostamian shots finds in these two installations of sleepers
its perfect fulfilment, exempt from the unities of place and action necessary to a fiction film. As
to the unity of time, in these installations it has another function, more plastic than dramatur-
gical, a dilated time not consubstantial with any kind of action.

This led Kiarostami to envisage conjugating in a third installation the effects I've alluded to
above, the live-effect and the carpet-effect: the huge installation Forest Without Leaves (2005) fuses
the two. Visitors are invited to walk among artificial trees—of metal tubes covered with the
photographic representation of their bark, or put differently, in the full sense of the term, repro-
ductions of trees, photographic trees—to weave themselves into the chain these trees form, being
led by their perambulations to produce the carpet, an outcome induced by the immense mirrored
wall which reflects, reproduces, flattens and “screens” the live experience.

In terms of deeds visitors are urged to become, in Forest Without Leaves, the characters of Kiaros-
tami’s films, albeit here more plastically than fictionally. What is asserted in Forest Without Leaves
exceeds the very alternative between verticality and horizontality. It is cinematic representation
in its entirety, its flat illusion, which is examined, “reflected”. From this “carpet-making flat-
ness” Kiarostami has applied himself to thinking through the irreducible flatness of representa-
tion (here, from the photographic bark of the false trees to the immense mirror which serves as
a horizon to the installation). And it is probable that this grandiose decor, which might appear
to have a realist illusion in view, is in fact an extraordinary theoretical device with the look of
a footloose (or forest!) installation. For more than one good reason, the films already enable us
to evoke the device, on account of their particular seriality. Yet what, oddly enough, the flat-
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tening effects of Forest Without Leaves refer to is... the motor car! Nothing is more reducible to
the flatnessof a shot projected on the screen than thewindscreen of a motor car which performs
the movement of an infinite forward tracking shot in the midst of the real world (in one way
or another Michael Snow has often demonstrated and illustrated this in his work, a work that
is basically more conceptual than Kiarostami’s). Yet from the car driver who crosses the land
devastated by the earth tremor in And Life Goes On to the urban wandering of Ten, the world seen
by Kiarostami is squashed like a plethora of insects against the windscreen of a car, a non-regis-
tering mobile box which gulps down the real. A painting fixed beneath glass, as it were, which
changes completely, in accordance with what comes up. Thereal sticks to the “window pane” of
thecinema screen, andthe carwindscreenis endowed in Kiarostami with the twin metaphorical
virtue of seeming to be both screen and camera. This is what Bezhad, the character in The Wind
Will Carry Us, “theorises” in that destabilising shaving sequence: his camera-gaze very close to
the screen (in fact the lens of the camera) seems to traverse it as far as the cinema where we are
seated, thus establishing within the image an infinitely and imaginatively multi-layered flatness.
Behind Bezhad, a woman comes and goes while extending the threads of a future textile creation
(a3 carpet? a tapestry?), thus reinscribing a flat, woven effect in the image background.

It would be necessary once again to evoke the numerous unravellings of landscapes to the rear
of so many Kiarostamian travellers, thereby reducing the depth of the world to the flatness of the
painted panorama or the tapestry.
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with his installations Sleepers and Ten Minutes Older, and in a different way Looking at Ta’ziye,
Kiarostami stages, hence exposes, a slippage between the private and of the public realms. Visi-
tors occupy a voyeuristic position in drawing near, by means of the close-up, to emotions that
elicit an Oriental “mystery” or in leaning out over the intimacy of a sleeping couple. They take
part in the intimacy of the faces.

A painter’s preoccupation: the faces are gazed upon like landscapes, sites, those of the soul, of
course.
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When Abbas Kia)ostams presented Ten in 2002 he triggered our imagination by prometing his aew
profect:a serics of shert films about the sea shot with a smsll digitat camera. Wed fust seen the sea
N video, hainted 10 colours and st inmotion by Godatd in Elege de lamaur, but we'd never seen the
sea filined by Kizrostami

Aceuns th2r iume Kiatostanti replied to a Yuestion about digital video and 35 mmia psiaterly
terms: “It’s hke pamting in watcrcolevr ot inoils. Each has its own lawss. When yeu wegkwith water
you have to yespect its norms, butyou can’'L say it'slikeoils, decause itisn'toils. @il isoiland watey 3s
waser” He'd begun to werk on the final scquence of Taste of Cherry (1397) with vratercolour. or water,
confranting the ochres and the light of the 01l paint with seme precarious, lightweight shots of
video greensoas to restoce, after the swonn, semething of the springand the wind ainong theleaves.
Since then, 1n mavies, shart films aad iastallations we've been able to see how Kiarostami dtscov-
ered and experimented arith the pessidilities of vides: we've been abie to wtrtoess the enceunter
and the learning of that “soft technigue™ which up until very tecentdy {iunmakecs have expleted
aftec tmining with the other, pethaps harder techniqoe—hat because ofits limits. at tines abetter
teaioer—that the photochemicat suppert reQuires.

teissomethitng of ltmits that Five{2004) shows. t he film whose pio jecL chacraed us and which wed
acver have beer ahie ta fozctelf. Firstly, under the title of The Lagoen and t he Maor. “a colleeeion aof
digical shote filrng” abous the sca vvas showrn in Turin: next, Lhose shets took Five for aticle. The
£ilm, projecied in video at fesnivals, in galleties aad rarely in cinen)as, is made up ef five shois of
ver yvaned duration, separaccd ¥y long fade-uat and fade-in and musica( phrases with very differeat
tenalities. The shots have been Isberiously senevised, and the compositien is precise and sigoreus:
three mowents of intense emetion—an npeniag (a small piece of wood tossed aroand by the
undertow), 311:ddleshot (dogs facing the sea), and a closc (af tet the storm, the day break s)—and,
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intercalated with these, two shots of transit (of men and of ducks). While the second, third and
fourth shots are filmed of different seas at different distances, and the figures (men, dogs, ducks)
move around parallel to the horizon line, in the initial and final shot it is the bit of wood and the
moonwhich bobble to and fro on the surface of the water with the movement of the waves and the
clouds. All the same, theintensity of Five(to which the privileged viewers in a cinema undoubtedly
have easiest access) resides less in its meticulous structure than in each of its shots: in what occurs
in them, or better yet, in what occurs within their borders.

The shots in Five speak to us of the transitions from oil to water and of what cinema (made with
water) can do. From oil to water an essential gesture of the filmmaker’s has passed:that of fixing a
frame in which things may arrive. 'm thinking of windows of the cars when they stop and frame,
as ifby chance, the world that follows their course. Or of the shots in And Life Goes On (1992) in which
someone suddenly depositsa carpetor alampin thelower partof the picture, withoutuseverseeing
who it was, without a change of shot ever arriving to define such an apparition. This is what occurs
atthe end of the same film when, as an extended zoom opens onto the landscape, the car of the
main protagonists reappears. Whatis involved, in both instances, is fixing aframe atodds with the
little histories of men so that the latter enter unexpectedly intoitand at times overflow it. It is this
decision which shapes the whole structure of Homework (1989), shoton 16 mm, and of Ten, on video:
the rigidity of the device which makes that all of a sudden a face, a gesture, fear or the company of a
little boy appears. Video permits to increase the number of attempts (to try out different times and
places, to work with lightweight equipment, to walk alone) and above all to increase the edges: to
those of the rigidity of the frame is added that of duration. With video, in Ten Minutes Older (2001)
Kiarostami films the sleep of a little child and is there the moment he awakes. With video, in Fwe,
he films the people on the promenade in Gijon in the morning sun and is there at the moment when
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some inen s10p on theedge of the frame, talk, change positions and scpsrate; he contemplatea s
group of doga shifting from the niiddle of the shot to the left edge, helingees for some timeon the
moon o8 thewates, vetled and naveiled by the clouds, he awatts rain, thunder and lighrning, and
finally sces the pinhiess of doyBreak

But Uit was a question in ali 1 Dose shots of fieing the pree edence of 1he ltame oves that which
artives withun if, what we wit aess in the fizeg shot of Fine 10 10 Eact the actusl decisdon about setting
vp the frame.the moment of fcing «s borders oe, bortowing Kiarosta mu's woeds apropos of Ten, of
spreading the nets For of the eN\ots in Fiwe can be * orand moments”, the nets—of the fraine. dury-
tion and sound—are [incand precise lo the opening s hot, which as Kiarostami says 121 be one which
gave cise to the filn. 1 be camera follows 2 piece of wood which with the coniing and going of the
waves ends up dividing lo twa. The bies 56Parace and then 1he filmmiatzr decides to cemain on the
shore neac shic gmall bt while the other one mowes off. iK's the only sbaz filmed with 1he camers held
1o the hand and tha( dexis ion 3Dk the hand ghves a 1ew twist, before our €yes, I0an add emotion
When, pushed along by 1he waves. the big bil re-eriers the little one’s f1ame, the einotion will be
thatof the appantion plua, indeed, that of baving seen 11w bovders being fined of the shot in which
the 1eencounie1was going 10 aeive_ Ifthisis a stroke oftuck. as inthe Lumitre Rima, it'sundoublt-
eSly deserved

Whatis 10 oacur in thic thicd shot, en the other hand, Is something compleeely new, Agsopes of
the movemeni of 1he group of Sogs o 1 he shore. Kiarostam s3id hell witmrzard alovesioly, Rotihe
genile pasaing of tie doga [ n Lre adjoining sho Lsthe men walk hinztiedly, the ducks advance noisily)
is expresicd in another . moore intsmate chythm: (i of the movemest of the waees and of the vecy
matenal of the image. Shortlyal ter peetiog R0, the abot 312118 beiog Namded by whileness: the
522 and 5XY lose Wiels vt hiaes and gradually disappear, the dogs twn iato unsteady blotches and the
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lszele waves emerge. morevisible, moore intensc, more incomprebensibly fascinating. chasing acd
being chased by each otbier from deft to right before dimppearing Seaand spray ace effased with the
whiteness, bul what appears with umosual iarensicy is the sound and il fr inge the shadiw of the
actusl wave traces, which palnis 1he whiteoess with a optivanag, flecting blue Hthm

iFin the motorkike tour at the end n{L'hjr-tP (wgeo) Kiarostami had [ragmemted the soundrrack in
ordes 10 restore 10 us sometinp of rhe emotion of that journey, whut e attacks i the middie shot
sn Frog g, Eoc ehe firet ime . the tmage itseif: Kiarostami traes out hispoletteof water. And be does it
by breaking the fragile lich whic  unies video to the world: ualiks images in celluloid, 1o (bese oo
photon has touclied the sca. (hem 10 caose c hemical cha oges on the film. theie ao Lacdle acunct
of the lighe. Saturating the capaure. at tacking the limits of the precarions material be wods with,
demanatratengthat & nimage 18 an iagc. Kidrostami restores o u s something of the breakiog of
the waves. of the cleming in of 1be evenIng, of beinng hesude the 1ca What 1015 seems 30 abso lute
arrtaingy for pasning, namely that paissing 1 € aix of che sed neans sneenting bt, we lorget widh
cinema. lis rewoiding abilay can inake u think that the woeldis some 1 hing grven, whicd 1he Gaerra
eraaoatees aud fiacs. However, il 30 also necessary to reirvent 1he 1ain, the seaandthe moan in
cinem, 1o frainc them. w0 choose a pialette to poinl ibem with.

Befose embasking on the editing of Eloge de lemour, Goda rd. who U begun to ezperiment with video
alew years sfies Kiaimstaesi iade his (irs) (il and has hegr on doing socver since, 1aud iD arswes to
a quen10n aboul i e f2)i he was moviog away( tom ciremne by fiiming is video: “Whel her you work
withcoloured e ils, with watercolovt. withal paint. it's all 1be same * « It's ali the same when , Like
bim, you kacw nt ianY 21} the same. when its limils are confzonted. st capabs lities explarcd Then.
we  colowred pencils, watercolour oc wazer, you can restore something of that whic &5 acver given:
the expersence of ainema and of | be sca. whiich for 2 moment can be. almost. the 1aaae thing,
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Snew is litlle present in the cinemaof Abbas Kiarestami, probably becuuse the seasen of winter
calls toa form of inertia. a quietude that nothing can distuth, which 1s scatcel y.compatible
with moving fotward, more ofi.en thannoe by car (neise and dust), a s an essential f2ctor in the
discovery of [andscape in his (ilms. Thisis why thesertes of photos of trees in the snew distances
us frorn the fimed oeuvre, whereas theother scries, aleng paths and coads in the midst of tempa-
ratily deserted Jandscapes, bringsusneatereoit. Explicitly, because many phetes repeat certain
siteations {the two characters o1 the motercycle)and diverse landscapes pingiointed in The Wind
Witk Caray 15 (199g).25 11 this filmhad been the lucatianofa gearing down of aight. which weuld
no longer salely bethe complex wager of the fiim. its internaltraceey. but that which overwhelms
it from outside, thanks to another practice, anether support, namely photogeaphy: Implicitly,
because the earth track visible in the }andscape, the sinucins asphalt road, are, mose thaa a way
across, the rrace of man's presance, ceminding us that, however beautiful, the site alse has s use
value for whosoever takes these Byways to pet samewhete. 184s te be supposed that these paths
come from onc place (a village) and Jead to anether. [inking different setrlements. even if cach
ptiote—-this is their photographic raisen d'etre— persists i hiding theins and oues ofthe read
visible ia the landscape [Tem us, to the point that its preseoce becomes almost iacongruous, mot
tosay absutrd. A path, yes, bot tawherc, feom where?

Merebroadly, these twoseries of photos, of the trees in thesnow and of the meuntain roads, rede-
ploy the inexbaustible question: where does nature end?, where does landscape hegm? The fisst
series, bencath the snovr, takes bhe lhadscafe in the dircction of abstraction, with its play of 1ines
andshadows,the symmetry of the tree-trunks, theit arrangement inlines; ina sigorons atteena-
tion of black and white which would be the natoral stand-in ler Buren'’s columas. The landscape isa
woikafart, asilente picture It sufficesto Jearnto (ook av ir, so much is beautya matier of choosing
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the view, an art of the shot in all its photogenic splendour, thanks to the sense of framing and the
taste for composition. At another level these trees in the snow evoke Chinese calligraphy, the black
tracing of the brush on anempty background {the white piece of paper, the mantle of snow),unless
this play of broken lines {abstract geometric motifs of a giant carpet grandeur nature, life-size?)
inspire in the subject who beholds it that which motivates the hero of August Strindberg’s Inferno:
eloquent forms in nature which signal to us and are there to be deciphered.

The photos of roads in different landscapes are of another kind, because one has come across
them in the films and one rediscovers them, here, outwardly divested of all that justified their
presence. The zigzagging hill made use of by the child of Where [s My Friend’s House?(1987) has its
photographic equivalent, albeit bereft of the presence of the character and of the dictates of the
story line (toreturn theschool exercise book to his classmateat all costs). Andyet the photois not
the mnemic reminder, in theshape of a synecdoche (the part for thewhole), of the scene from the
film, but rather its surpassing, its final meaning. Were it necessary to find a coherence between
these road photos and certain of Kiarostami’s films, it would suffice to rummage through the
final images of And Life Goes On {1992), when the vehicle leaves in search of the child, whomone
supposes to be on the other side of the hill, in another village, beyond the visible line of the
road in the landscape. There is the goal to be attained, aninaccessible, fleeting objective whose
outcome one won’t know, and which one learns when moving forward. There, where And Life
Goes On ends (the perspective opened up by the final shots, left asitis), the photography begins.
In front of them, one thinks of what Frangois Cheng says about Chinese painting: before being
governedbya preoccupation with the beautiful, with aesthetic principles, it is firstand foremost
“a philosophy in action.”That of life, of its meaning and its goal, a point via which advancingin
life encounters the path in nature. There is something Taoist in these photos of mountain road-
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ways. While their photographic content bears no resemblance to Chinese landscape painting,
they nevertheless express the existential dynamism at work within it. In Taoist thought, the Tao
signifies the Way, but the word actually designates the road, the path. In Taoism the important
thing is not to attain the goal somuch astoknowhow towalk. “Donot setyour mind on an exclu-
sive goal, you would be crippled when it comes towalking in the Tao”, said Zhuangzi. The Way is
never wholly traced out in advance; it traces itself as one walks it. It is impossible, therefore, to
speak of the Way without being oneself in motion.

A limpid cosmology emanates from these photos, every bit as Chineseinits source, in this three-
way game between earth, sky and man, inscribed in intaglio in the landscape via the convoluted
road. The landscape consists of layers of space, striped bands of earth. Due to the action of the
light on it, the ground becomes a moving mirror of thesky traversed by clouds. Areas of light and
shadow organise the land masses, completing that dynamic circulation of matter which proceeds
from the sky, an active principle, and imprints the earth, a surface receptive to the movements
of light, in a state of perpetual becoming.

All the roads photographed, however different they may be, share one thing: one doesn’t see
where they in fact lead, still less where they end up. Never does the road traverse or cover the
totality of the landscape shown. To the off-screen temporality of photography (the human usage
that has fabricated this road), the photo of fering a moment of emptiness between two instances of
man's passage, there is added an off-screen effect within the screen. 1fit so happensthat the road
begins at the lower edge of the frame (the asphalt roadway and its white lines) one has the impres-
sion that the mountain consumes it, asif it was gobbled up by the landscape. Due to the interplay
of the hills in the depth of field, the road becomes fragmentary, discontinuous, non-spliced to
itself, to the image of that photo in which one sees a road disappear at the top of a hill before
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picking up on itagain further on, but just toone side, as if out of kilter. At each turn there is the
visible part of the roadway on the side of the hill facing us, and the hidden part, at the back of the
hill. The road doesn’t link all the layers of space present in the photo; it only proposes the partial
crossing of them, as if eachvisible furrow had its invisible double, nestlingin the landscape. One
loses sight of the road because it is never given in its entire continuity, as far as the eye can see.

The magisterial opening scene of The Wind Will Carry Us has ratified the dysfunctioning of
the man{landscape relationship. At the top of a hill one sees a sinuous mountain road. such as
certainphotographs propose. With thisdifference, that traversing it is a vehicle, recognisable by
the cloud of dust it raises. While the viewer sees the scene from afar, looking down, he gets the
impression through the sound, which recreates a conversation, of also being in the car, even if
the camera goes on tracking the carinthelandscape. A dual position, atonce inside and outside,
then. Anxious to be on the right road and fearful of getting lost, the men try and locate, as an
indication of their route, a huge isolated tree. When they say they've seen it, the viewer doesn’t see
it within the frame. On the other hand, when the characters lose sight of it, the viewer makes it
outwithintheshot. Avisualand temporal, radical desynchronisation between what the charac-
ters seefrom their car and what the viewer sees of whatthey talk about. The photo of landscapes
with road welds together vision, its space and its time into a single gesture. From now on the
maniacal concern of Kiarostami’s characters (to be on the right road, to spend their time asking
directions) has noother raisond étre. The road is there. It teaches us inasmuch as it is to be taken, a
tactful reminder of man's earthly existence, a simple, disjointed strip of life in the active circula-
tion of a cosmos which surpasses and attracts it at the same time. There is no more room for man
in these photos because each photorestores to man the final meaning of his place in this world.
It is down to each of us to see, and to take the measure of it.
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Untitled. 1978-2003

Black-and-white photo series. 188 x 122 cm
Museo Nazionale del Cinema di Torino
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Filmographies

Abbas Kiarostami

Bread and the Alley (Nan va kuche), 1970,
3smm, bjw, 11’

Breaktime (Zang-e tafrih), 1972, 35 mm,
bjw, 14’

The Experience (Tajrobe), 1973, 35 mm,
bjw, 56’

The Traveller (Mosafer), 1974, 35 mm,
bfw, 71’

Two Solutions for One Problem (Do rah-¢
hall baray-e yek mas'ale) 1975, 36 mm,
colour, 5’

SoCan!(Manam mitunam),1975.

35 mm, colour, 4'

The Colours (Rang-ha). 1976, 16 mm,
colour, s’

The Wedding Suit (Lebasi baray-e ‘arusi),
1976, 35 mm, colour, 54’

Tribute to the Teachers (Bozorgdasht-e
mo'allem), 1977, 6 mm, colour, 24'

The Report {Gozaresh), 1977, 35 mm,
colour, 105’

Jahan-Nama Palace (Kakh-e Jahan-Nama),
1977, 35 mm, b/w, 30’

Painting (Rang-zani), from the series
How to Make Use of Our Leisure Time? (Az
awghat-e faraghat-e khod chegune estefade
konim?,1977,16 mm, colour, 7'

Solution (Rah-e hall-e yek), 1978, 16 mm.
colour, 10’

Case No s, Case No 2 (Ghaziye shekl-e

avval, ghaziye shekl-e dovvom), 1979,
16 mm, colour, 53’

Toothache (Dandan-e dard), 1980, (6 mm,
colour, 25’

Orderly or Disorderly (Be tartib ya bedun-e
tartib), 1981, 35 mm, colour, 16’

The Chorus (Hamsarayan), 1982, 35 mm,
colour, 16’

Fellow Citizen (Hamshahri), 1983, 16 mm,
colour, 53’

Fear and Suspicion, (Tars va suezan), 1984,
thirteen 45 episodes

First Graders (Avvali-ha), 1985, 16 mm,
color, 84

Where is My Friend’s House? (Khaneh-ye
dust kojast ?), 1987, 35 mm, colour, 83’
Homework (Mashgh-e shab), 1989, 16 mm,
colour, 86’

Close-up (Namay-e nazdik), 1990, 35 mm,
colour, ga’

And Life Goes On (Vazendegi edameh
darad), 1992, 35 mm, colour, gt'

Through the Olive Trees (Zir-e derakhtan-e
zeytun), 1994, 35 mm, colour, 103’

Dinner for Onein the collective [ilm
Lumiere et Compagnie, 1995,35mm,
bjw. ('

Birth of Light (Tavallod-e nur), 1997,
Betacam SP. colour, §’

Taste of Cherru (Ta'm-e gilas), 1997,
35 mm, colour. 99’

The Wind Will Carry Us (Bad mara khahad
bord), 1999. 35 mm, color, 118’

ABC Africa, 2001, DV, colour, 84'
Ten, 2002, DV, colour, 9’
Five, 2004, DV, colour, 74’

10 on Ten, 2004, digital Betacam,
colour, 87

Tickets, {ilm in three episodes directed
by Ermanno Olmi, Abbas Kiarostami
and Ken Loach, 2004, 35 mm. colour,
ns’'

Correspondence (Correspondéncia), with
Victor Erice, 2005-2006, DV, color

Installations

Sleepers, 2001, DV, colour, video
installation, g8’

Ten Minutes Older, 2001, DV, colour,
video installation, 0’

Looking at Ta’ziye, 2004, video, colour
& bjw, triple-screen projection, 120’

Forest without leaves, 2005

Victor Erice

On the Veranda (En la terraza), 1961,

6 mm, bjw, 4’, short film made as a
student at the Official Film School in
Madrid

Gauges (Entrevias), 1962, 35 mm, b/w,
9", short film made as a student at the
Official Film School in Madrid

Pages of a Lost Diary (Pdginas de un diario
perdido), 1962, 35 mm, bfw, 12’, short
film made as a student at the Official
Film School in Madrid

Wasted Days (Los dias perdidos), 1963,
35 mm, bfw, 41, short film made as a
student at the Official Film School in
Madrid

Challenges (Los desafios), film in three
episodes directed by Claudio Guerin,
José Luis Egea and Victor Erice, 1969,
35 mm, colour, 102

The Spirit of the Beehive (El espiritu
de la colmena), 1973, 35 mm, colour, 97’

The South (El Sur), 1983, 35 mm,
colour, 94’

The Quince Tree Sun (El sol del membrillo),
1992, 35 mm, colour, 135’

Questions at Twilight (Prequntas al
atardecer), episode of Celebrate Cinema
101,1996, video, 12’

Lifeline (Alumbramiento), episode of
the collective film Ten Minutes Older:
The Trumpet, 2002, 35 mm, bfw, 10’

Notes. On the Work of the Painter Antonio
Lopez in Madrid in the Summer of 1990
{Apuntes. Sobre el trabajo del pintor
Antonio Ldpez en Madrid en el verano de
1990), 1990-2003, video, colour, 29'.

La Morte Rouge, 2006, DV, colour

Correspondence (Correspondencia),
with Abbas Kiarostami, 2005-2006,
DV, colour



Credits of new works
created for the
exhibition

Correspondence, 2005-2006

LETTER 1

From Victor Erice to Abbas Kiarostami
“The Painter’s Garden”

22 April 2005, §'30”

With the presence of the children:
AuroraLépezLdpez, Carmen Manuel
Lépez and Andrés Manuel Lépez

Images and sound: Victor Erice
Editing: Luis Cerverd and Victor Erice

Production: Nautilus Films s.t.
commissioned by the Centre de
Cultura Contemporania de Barcelona
and La Casa Encendida

LETTER 2

From Abbas Kiarostami to Victor Erice
“Mashhad”

5 September 2005, 10’

Direction: Abbas Kiarostami

Production: Abbas Kiarostami,
commissioned by the Centre de
Cultura Contemporania de Barcelona
and La Casa Encendida

LETTER 3

From Victor Erice to Abbas Kiarostami
“Arroyodela Luz”

22 October 2005, 20’

With the participation of schoolteacher
José Javier Vivas and third-year
primary school pupils of the CETP
Nuestra Sefiora de la Luz, Arroyode

la Luz {Cdceres). About an activity on
the “Cinema and Education: Open Your
Eyes” course runby Professor Isabel
Escudero {UNED)

Direction: Victor Erice
Head of production: César Romero

Images: Victor Erice, César Hernando
and Ramén Lopes

Editing: Luis Cerverd

Direct sound: Ivan Marin
Sound assistant: Tomds Erice
Sound mixing: Polo Aledo
Image post-production:

Juan Pedro Diez

Production: Nautilus Filmss.L.
commissioned by the Centrede
Culiura Contemporania de Barcelona
and LaCasa Encendida

LETTER 4
From Abbas Kiarostami to Victor Exice
“The Quince”

December 2005, 12°20”

Direction: Abbas Kiarostami

Production: Abbas Kiarostami,
commissioned by the Centre de
Cultura Contemporania de Barcelona
and La Casa Encendida

La Morte Rouge, 2006
Script and direction: Victor Erice
Head of production: César Romero.

CCCB delegate producers: Jordi Ballg,
Carlota Broggi and Angela Martinez

Director of photography: Valentin
Alvarez

Documentary irnages: Victor Erice
Editing: Juan Pedro Diez

Sound mixing: Polo Aledo
Makeup: Concha Mart{
Production assistant: Enok Vazquez
Image post-production: Doce Gatos
Electrics: Luis Rodriguez
Electrical material: Kilowatios Luz
Casting: La coartada

Transport: Fly&Drive

Pianist: Tatiana Ardez

Violinist: José Antonio Torrado
Costumes:L-7 set and Peris
Camera equipment: Asiria

Production: Nautilus Films s.L.
commissioned by the Centrede
Cultura Contemporinia de Barcelona
and La Casa Encendida

Withthanksto: Filmoteca Nacional-
Cine Doré; Fototeka Kutxa,
Donostia; Ateneo de Madrid; Museo
Postaly Telegrifico-Correos y
Telégrafos

The Clamour of the World:
The Silence of Painting, 2006

Originalidea and direction:
Victor Erice

Direct sound: Ivin Marin
Sound mixing: Polo Aledo

Production: César Romero,
commissioned by the Centre de
Cultura Contemporania de Barcelona
and La Casa Encendida



Photographic credits
and provenance "
of the images

© Abbas Kiarostami and Victor Erice
for the images of their works

Correspondence

Frontcover, back cover, p. 76-85:
Nautilus Filmss.c. and Abbas
Kiarostami, commissioned by the
CCCBand La Casa Encendida

Victor Erice

The Spirit of the Beehive

p.13,15,18, 20, 21, 23, 25, 27,102: [mages
ceded by Video Mercury Films s.a.
p.30: Victor Erice Archive, Madrid |
Photo: Laureano Lépez Martinez

p. 31: Victor Erice Archive, Madrid

p. 32-35: Images ceded by Video
Mercury Filmss.a. | Framesstills:
Filmoteca Espafiola, Madrid

The South

p- 14, 25: Images ceded by Video
Mercury Filmss.a.

p- 36,37,40-43: Victor Erice Archive,
Madrid

p.38: Victor Erice Archive, Madrid |
Photo: John Healey

p- 39 (top): Victor Erice Archive,
Madrid [ Photo: Roberto Villagraz
p- 39 (bottom): Victor Erice Archive,
Madrid [ Photo: José Luis Lopez Linares

The Quince Tree Sun and Notes
p.11,12,16,17,18, 26, 27,112, 114, 116, 118:
Maria Moreno r.c.-CAMM Cinco s.c.

p- 29, 44-51: Maria Moreno e.c.-CAMM
Cincos... { Victor Erice Archive, Madrid

Lifeline

p- 52,53, 108-111: Road Movies | Victor
Erice Archive, Madrid [ Photos: Jestis
Umbria

p. 105, 107: Road Movies

LaMorteRouge

p- 86,88, 92,93,95,103: Nautilus Films
s.L., commissioned by the CCCB and
[.aCasaEncendida

p. 87 (left), 89, 90 (left), 96, 99: Archive
photos: Kutxa Fototeka, Donostia

p. 87 (right), 91: The Scarlet Claw {Roy
william Neill, 1944): © Universal
Pictures [Images ceded by courtesy of
KingWorld Productions, Inc.

p. 88 {right), 101: Victor Erice Archive,
Madrid

p-92 (right): @ Universal Pictures |
Photo: Courtesy of Photofest, New York
p. 90: Archivo Histdrico No-Do,
Filmoteca Espanola, Madrid

p. 94: Courtesy of USC Cinema-
Television Library, Los Angeles

Antonio Lépez

p. 113, 115, 117, 119: Private collection,
Madrid [ Photoreproduction: Unidad
Mgévil - Joaguin Cortés

p. 121: Fundacién Focus Abengoa,
Seville [ Photo reproduction: Unidad
Movil - Joaquin Cortés

AbbasKiarostami

Bread and the Alley

p. 16, 62: Kanun

p. 64, 66:Kanun [ Frame still:
Collection Cahiersducinéma, Paris

Breaktime

p-62(1st, 2nd, 3rd image): Kanun |
Video captures: Museo Nazionale

del Cinemadi Torino

p. 62 (ath image): Kanun | Frame still:
Collection Cahiersducinéma, Paris

The Experience

p. 62 (1st, 2nd, 3rd image): Kanun |
Video captures: Museo Nazionale

del Cinema di Torino

p- 62 (ath image): Kanun | Frame still:
Collection Cahiers du cinéma, Paris

The Traveller

p. 62: Kanun

p- 64 : Kanun [ Frame still: Collection
Cahiers ducinéma, Paris

TwoSolutions for One Problem

p. 62 (1stimage): Kanun [Framestill:
Collection Cahiers ducinéma, Paris
p. 62 (2nd image): Kanun

SoCanl, TheColours, Tribute tothe
Teachers, The Report, Jahan-Nama Palace,
Painting, Solution, CaseNo1, Case No 2,
Toothache, Orderly or Disorderly,

The Chorus, Fellow Citizen

p-62,63: Kanun | Video captures:
MuseoNazionaledel Cinema di Torino

The Wedding Suit

p.63(tst, 2nd image), 72: Kanun [ Frame
still: Collection Cahiers du cinéma,
Paris

p.63(3rd, 4thimage): Kanun( Video
captures: Museo Nazionale del Cinema
di Torino

First Graders
p. 63:Kanun | Frame stills: Collection
Cahiers du cinéma, Paris

Wherels My Friend’s House?

p. 13,14, 15, 20, 55, 56, 59: Kanun | Civite
Films

p. 61, 64, 70:Kanun|Frame still:
Collection Cahiersdu cinéma, Paris

Homework, Close-up

p. 63: Kanun

p- 65, 72: Kanun | Framestills:
Collection Cahiers ducinéma, Paris

And Life Goes On

p.il,21,56,57,59, 60:Kanun|

Civite Films

p.67,68:Kanun [ Frame still and photo:
Collection Cahiers du cinéma, Paris

Through the Olive Trees

p-12,18: Civite Films

p.68,69,71-73: Frame stills: Collection
Cahiers du cinéma, Paris

Taste of Cherry, The Wind Will Carry Us,
ABC Africa, Ten, Five

P.17,19, 21,43, 55, 56, 57, 136-141: MK2
p- 67,69, 70, 71: MK2 [ Frame stills:
Collection Cahiers ducinéma, Paris

Looking at Ta'ziye
p.125: KunstenFESTIVALdesArts 2004,
Academie Anderlecht, Brussels

Sleepers
p.127: Courtesy of the Galerie
de France, Paris

Ten Minutes Older, The Roads of
Kiarostami and Untitled
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