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In 1999, Abbas Kiarostami made The Wind Will Carry Us'. Most of the film consists of long,
static shots that contain a great deal of motion within the frame, or shots filmed from a vehicle.

Kiarostami pairs movement with sustained shots that linger on mundane moments.

The Wind Will Carry Us follows an Iranian filmmaker-anthropologist, Behzad. Behzad
wishes to film Kurdish death rituals in Siah Darreh, a mountainous village. He awaits the death of
a woman, Malek— only her death does not occur. He lingers in the village for weeks,
masquerading as either a telecommunications engineer or as a treasure hunter depending on
with whom he is speaking. He is taken in and taken care of by a young boy and his pregnant
mother.

When Behzad needs to talk to his boss in Tehran, he drives to a mountaintop graveyard
where he gets better cell service. The long, anxious phone calls lend symbolism to this land of
the dead. It tethers Behzad to the Westernized modernity of the present. His journeys back and
forth to this hinterland’s hinterland create the film’s structure. Kiarostami uses a long lens for
some of this travel to compress background and foreground. This generates an optical illusion
that Behzad is about to drive his car off a cliff. Thus, we feel death looming all around, from the
cliff, to the graveyard, as Behzad seeks connection with modernity.

Behzad’s nervous energy and urbanity distract him from the truths he wants to uncover.
He turns the villagers from people into icons, by moving so quickly toward his goal that he fails to
see what’s actually going on. The film’s addiction to movement also causes us to lose sight with
Behzad.

| paired this particular Iranian film, and particularly Iranian film, with Mette Mortensen’s
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article “Constructing, confirming, and contesting icons: the Alan Kurdi imagery appropriated by

"2 because the story of Alan Kurdi’s

#humanitywashedashore, Ai Weiwei, and Charlie Hebdo
family reminds me of my Iranian family. It is here, perhaps, that the iconization process begins for
me.

During the Iran-lIraq war, my great-uncle and great-aunt escaped from Abadan, Iran. Like
Alan Kurdi, my great aunt is Kurdish. Alan Kurdi’s name was at some point changed from Shenu
to Kurdi®, highlighting his ethnicity. If my relatives had died crossing through Iran, or been shot by
Turkish border guards, or killed abroad by the Iranian webs of power, would their media name
not be Borhani, but Kurdi?

In reading Mortensen’s article, | found myself experiencing a void. It felt like for all of her
efforts to probe ethical grey areas, she herself had also forgotten about Alan. Who was this
boy? What was his personality? What did he like to eat, to play? What were all of his journeys
before that final journey?

As | search through her article, Mortensen mentions Kurdishness twice, Assad once and
ISIS not a single time. | feel that more context was needed before addressing iconography. It is
hard for me to address the icon of Kurdi without addressing all that landed him dead on that
Greek beach. Religious extremism precipitated by our invasion of Iraq affected his family, made
vulnerable by their Kurdish ethnicity. My own family was at risk in Iran due to their minority Baha’i
faith, and their political ties. So | must ask, what are we learning from Mortensen, Weiwei or

Charlie Hebdo about what it means to be Kurdish, to survive ISIS and Assad, or to be Middle

Eastern? Not much. On page 1155, Mortensen quotes Jordan Amirkhani,
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[Weiwei] bypasses any contextual elements of the causes or explanations

for Kurdi’s death, and [...] turns the spotlight toward himself rather than

prioritizing and creating space for the suffering to speak for themselves.”

[...] Amirkhani [...] finds it problematic that the appropriation comes to

stand for ‘the entirety of the Syrian humanitarian crisis’ and bypasses ‘any

contextual elements’.

Interestingly, though, Mortensen herself also fails to provide context about Kurdi. | believe in her
intentions to dissect iconization, but | do not understand her choice to not pursue details about
the boy’s family, his place of origin. Perhaps that story matters more than delving into the art and
commentary of two famous people. We can find back issues, shows and articles about them.
What we cannot find is Alan Kurdi.

This delves into an area of thought that Lawrence Weschler articulates in his essay
Vermeer In Bosnia (2004)*. He writes, “Vermeer deploys the conventional iconography precisely
so as to upend it. [...] [T]his person is not to be seen as merely a type, a trope, an allegory. If she is
standing in for anything, she is standing in for the condition of being a unique individual human
being, worthy of our own unique individual response.” Something | find interesting about
Weschler’s brief essay is that he, like Mortensen, does not delve into the biography of these
painted subjects, the accused war criminal Tadic he puts them in conversation with, or Vermeer.
Maybe Mortensen expects us to do that research. Maybe even by forcing us to do it she is
preventing further iconization of Kurdi, by not offering a succinct ‘definitive’ biography of her own.

What would have happened if Behzad managed to see Malek? Would she seer into his
mind like Nilufer Demir’s image of Alan Kurdi seers into ours? Or would Behzad take on the
stance of the ‘Girl with a Pearl Earring’ as rearticulated from Edward Snow by Lawrence
Weschler? “Snow’s approach to this overexposed and by now almost depleted image [of Head of

a Young Girl by Johannes Vermeer] is to ask, Has the girl just turned toward us or is she just

about to turn away? [...] The answer is that she’s actually doing both. This is a woman who has
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just turned toward us and is already about to look away”.

Weschler repeatedly connects Vermeer’s subject with video of Tadic on trial. He writes
how when we see her painting in the museum we look at it for a bit, and then move onto other
works of art, thus looking away. But this looking and looking away is also what we do when we
become oversaturated by suffering. This is what Tadic must have done. This is what Assad and
Khomenei did— look at the suffering they inflicted and then look away. Did Assad look at Kurdi’s
image? Did he look away?

Weiwei’s critics feel he fails to really look at little Alan Kurdi by instead performing Alan
Kurdi. In Demir’s two famous photographs, Kurdi’s lifeless eyes cannot meet ours. Meanwhile,
Behzad spends the weeks rubbernecking this woman’s death and never once learns anything
substantive about her life. Kiarostami denies him the satisfaction of seeing, let alone filming, her.
Is she an icon to Behzad? Is she supposed to represent an ethnic archetype? Behzad hears about
the rituals of death, but doesn’t understand. He both speaks too much and yet not enough; he
looks too hard, and yet not hard enough.

Kiarostami withholds so much: over a dozen characters do not become visible to us even
though we hear them speak. As Chris Lippard writes, the town of “Siah Dareh is built on a hillside,
and movement here is, indeed, commonly up and down”.® People do chores on rooftops. Back
doors lead to ladders which lead to a maze of streets. Characters are heard, unseen, from
recesses. Why? Some critics argue that this hidden quality is meant to speak to the veil of women
in Iran, and that it connects with the absent, dying woman.

The first scenes of the film are in a car traversing the countryside. We hear Behzad but we

do not see him until 6 minutes and 30 seconds into the film, and even then, he's only a tiny sliver
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of the frame. This directorial restraint, one of Kiarostami’s signatures, seals us into the experience
of Behzad as he attempts and fails at his participant-observer ethnography of the village. We see
through Behzad’s eyes, and thus we are blinded to the realities of the village. As the film elapses,
we lose faith in Behzad and his Western, urbane point of view, and begin to see how petty,
callous and even cruel he can be.

Behzad is often driving, speaking on his cellphone, or walking side-by-side with someone,
Because of this, he is often looking straight ahead, not into the eyes of others.

Up in the graveyard, Behzad walks over to a hole to hear an offscreen man singing. He
says, “l can’t see you”. But the person counters, to Behzad’s surprise, “l can see you”. After some
talk, the man throws a human bone out of the hole, and Behzad absently walks off with it.
Something is lost in how Kiarostami films. We feel a void. We cannot join the gaze and must fill in
our own mental image.

In the final scene, Behzad rides behind a doctor on his moped to fetch help for someone
stuck under rubble in that hole. We watch from the driver’s seat of his car; he is obscured by
windshield wipers that move across the frame. The bone on the dashboard is prominent as the
windshield wipers move—what do they wipe away? The dirt? The guilt? The tradition? We see
Behzad’s arm reach in for the bone. He tosses it into a canal. The camera tilts down to track the
bone as it passes out of frame, and Kiarostami in that very instant cuts to the end credits. The
wind does not carry anyone. The water does. The wind did not carry Alan Kurdi, either, the water
did. We look at that bone, and we look away.

There is no simple way to sum up how the film connects movement with past and
present, but there is symbolism in the largely vertical spaces Behzad moves between,
basements and wells, the mountaintop graveyard, and stream. | do not think Kiarostami intends

the symbolism to be perfectly clear. In addition, Behzad’s— and the camera’s— unwillingness to



make eye contact at some moments, yet intense staring during others, violates or complicates
social traditions. Kiarostami makes us rethink the small movements implicit in seeing, which in
turn makes us rethink how we relate to ourselves, our world and time.

Behzad does not linger long enough to feel the loss of the bone, to feel the current’s
movement, or to mourn. Behzad casting of the bone into the stream might represent his

resignation to fate, to Malek’s survival and to his inability to make a film.
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