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driven,
‘Gabbeh’is
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native Iran.
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its director,
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Ditmars

Stories and dreams:
Shaghayegh Djodat as Gabheh,
the weaver who struggles to
control her own life, right;

the old woman under the yoke
of men, ahove
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The story of Gabbeh, Mohsen Makhmalbaf's
new film, draws its inspiration from the
brightly coloured carpets of the same name that
are woven by the nomadic tribes of South-East-
ern Iran. An elderly couple own such a gabbeh,
on which is depicted a young man and a woman
riding off on a horse. The old man and woman
are arguing over which of them will wash it
when a vision appears to them: a young woman,
the ariginal weaver of their carpet (and herself
named Gabbeh) who proceeds to explain the
story behind its illustration.

Gabbeh is from a tribe of nomads, and is
being pursued at a distance by her lover from
another tribe. However her father refuses to
allow her to marry this man, each time using
a different excuse to delay matters, Her elderly
uncle, a teacher in the city, must be married
first, for example - or else she should wait for
her mother to give birth. Eventually Gabbeh
is forced to act for herself, but in the meantime
her narrative takes in magical interludes, in
which the natural colours are drawn from the
landscape into the carpet. The old man to whom
she tells the story also falls in love with her (and
she may even be the younger self of his old wife).

This may seem an odd choice of subject for
someone such as Makhmalbaf, who grew up in
a poor district of Tehran in the early 60s, was
a politically active revolutionary during the
Shah’s regime, and was imprisoned as a
teenager for several years for an attack on a
police station. Some of his films (such as 1989's
Marriage of the Blessed, the story of a reporter
and photographer who cannot settle back into
society after the Iran/lraq war) also declare their
political engagement. But whatever the intents
and ambitions of Gabbeh, it has been viewed as
a ‘subversive’ film in Iran and banned by the
authorities, thus joining Makhmalbaf's other
blacklisted films: including the recent A Moment
of Innocence (1996), as well as Time of Love and
Nights of Zayandeh-roud, which were both
criticised when they were made (in the early 90s)
for being too out of touch with the director’s
earlier religious beliefs. He is disheartened by
all of this, but not discouraged: he can rely on
his extraordinary popular reputation in Iran.
He hopes to make his next film in India, far
from the Byzantine intrigues of the Iranian
censors. Although he can be surprisingly direct
{about censorship issues for instance), one feels
aware of underlying metaphor, and despite his
insistence on the straightforwardness of Gabbeh’s
content, there is a real sense of *poetic code”
in it, which carries through into this interview.










