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(L-R) Maryam Keshavarz, Sundance Film Festival Senior Programmer Shari Frilot, Layla Mohammadi, and Niousha
Noor attends 2023 Sundance Film Festival “The Persian Version” Premiere at Library Center Theatre in Park City, Utah. 

(L-R) Maryam Keshavarz, Noora Niasari and Sierra Urich speak at the 2023 Sundance Film Festival Women at
Sundance Celebration. — AFP Photos

Movies by and about Iranian women
took center stage at the Sundance
film festival this weekend, as dias-

pora filmmakers reflected on female-led
protests and the deadly challenges of cen-
sorship and resistance in their ancestral
home. “Joonam,” a documentary about a
three-generation family of Iranian women
now living in Vermont, and “The Persian
Version,” a colorful but candid dramedy
which hops between Iran and New York
over several decades, received world pre-
mieres on Saturday.

“Shayda,” a drama directed by Noora
Niasari about a Persian woman who flees
her abusive husband in Australia, debuted
earlier at the high-profile independent film
festival in Utah. Their inclusion in
Sundance’s line-up follows four months of
mass demonstrations in Iran, triggered by
anger over the death of 22-year-old Mahsa
Amini after her arrest for violating the
Islamic republic’s strict dress rules.

At least 481 people have been killed in
the crackdown and at least 109 others are
facing execution in protest-related cases,
in addition to the four already put to death,

according to NGO Iran Human Rights.
The protesters “are literally putting

themselves on the line... I stand in support
with them 100 percent,” said “Joonam”

director Sierra Urich. “You can’t speak
freely in Iran, they’re imprisoning filmmak-
ers and imprisoning artists,” Urich told AFP.
“I can speak freely outside of Iran-to an
extent.”

Iran has arrested a number of celebri-
ties from the country’s film industry in con-
nection with the protest movement.
Renowned director Jafar Panahi has been
in prison six months following an earlier
conviction for “propaganda against the sys-
tem.” While US-born Urich cannot visit Iran
for security reasons, her film chronicles her
efforts to connect with and better under-
stand the country by learning Farsi and
interviewing her mother and grandmother.

She learns about the murder of an
ancestor, and the story of how her grand-
mother was married at 14 to a man she
met before reaching puberty. While her
grandmother is happy to reflect, her moth-
er worries it is “very dangerous” to delve
into the family’s past on camera, at one
point warning her daughter that in Iran, “the
filmmaker will be the one hanged.”

“Coming into Sundance, the film is on
the world stage. I think Iranians are always

weighing how truthful they will be, versus
what they will say causing consequences
for people that are back home,” said Urich.

“It wasn’t until my grandmother shared
the story of her grandfather’s martyrdom
that I really understood this wall of fear that
had been built by this authoritarian regime,
to so many people in Iran, outside of Iran.
“My mom was trying to protect me from
that reality.”

‘Resilience’ 
In “The Persian Version,” rebellious

young Iranian-American Leila (played by
Layla Mohammadi) has a fractured rela-
tionship with her immigrant mother, caused
by Leila’s sexuality and their seemingly dif-
ferent views on the role of women.

But as she uncovers the truth about her
parents’ experiences in Iran and their
departure from the country, both genera-
tions of women gain perspective on their
complicated heritage. “I’m proud to have
an Iranian film here at this moment about
women,” said director Maryam Keshavarz
at the film’s premiere, where cast members
wore badges in Iranian flag colors with the

protest movement’s slogan “Woman Life
Freedom.”

“I think it speaks to the resilience
through the decades, not just now. It’s
been forever in the making,” she said.
“Even before this regime, women have
always pushed against society for what
they’ve wanted.

“They’ve upended the norms and
they’ve learned to find their way of being
free.” Keshavarz has not been able to
return to Iran since the release of her debut
film “Circumstance,” about two teenage
Persian girls who fall in love.

Urich still hopes to visit one day, but is
watching the protests from afar, and for
now hopes that her film can be “a small
part of that struggle for freedom.” “I think
part of why it’s so moving to see what’s
happening in Iran right now, and to be here
with these other filmmakers,” she said, “is
it’s a real sense of community, and being
able to tell our stories openly.” — AFP

Tom Hanks 
nominated for 
three ‘Razzies’
His recent hit film “Elvis” is an

Oscars frontrunner, but Tom Hanks
was left all shook up Monday as he

earned three nominations from the
Razzies, which “celebrate” the year’s
worst films. Hanks was short-listed by the
tongue-in-cheek awards for his roles as
Presley’s manager in rock ‘n’ roll biopic
“Elvis,” and Geppetto in Disney’s critically
slated live-action “Pinocchio” remake.

A press release from organizers of the
Razzies dubbed Hanks’ “Elvis” role as
“2022’s most widely derided perform-
ance,” and piled on a further nomination
for “worst screen couple” to “Tom Hanks
& His Latex-Laden Face (and Ludicrous
Accent).”

While “Elvis” and its star Austin Butler
have generally received acclaim, Hanks’
appearance as his exploitative manager
Colonel Tom Parker was panned by
many critics. A New York Times review
said Hanks appears “with a mountain of
prosthetic goo, a bizarre accent and a
yes-it’s-really-me twinkle in his eyes,” and
portrays Parker as “part small-time grifter,
part full-blown Mephistopheles.”

“Disney’s Pinocchio” was among five
“worst picture” nominees for the annual
Golden Raspberry-or Razzie-awards, as
was the controversial Marilyn Monroe
biopic “Blonde.” Also in the running were
regular Razzies punching bag Jared
Leto, and his Spider-Man spinoff
“Morbius.”

Just last year, Leto was named worst
supporting actor for his flamboyant per-
formance-complete with a campy Italian
accent and heavy prosthetics-in “House
of Gucci.” The Razzies are usually
announced the day before the Oscars,
serving to mock the following night’s self-
congratulatory Tinseltown back-slapping.

But last year, the Razzies themselves
were left embarrassed, after jokingly cre-
ating a new category labelled “Worst
Performance by Bruce Willis in a 2021
Movie” to accommodate all of the former
“Die Hard” star’s questionable output.

Organizers rescinded the prize after his
family revealed Willis suffered from a cog-
nitive illness called aphasia. Nominations
for this year’s Academy Awards will be
announced on Tuesday. — AFP

Sean Penn Ukraine 
doc to premiere 
at Berlin film fest

US actor and director Sean
Penn will premiere a documen-
tary he filmed in Kyiv featuring

Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelensky at next month’s Berlin film
festival, organisers said Monday. The
73rd-annual Berlinale, as the
February 16-26 event is known, will
shine a spotlight on the war, which
will mark the first anniversary of
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine during
the event.

Penn’s “Superpower”, billed as
“the chronicle of a film project that
reality forced to change into some-
thing less controllable but more
meaningful”, will be the most promi-
nent among the Ukraine entries at
the festival. Festival co-director Carlo
Chatrian told reporters the film was
shot under “very difficult circum-
stances”.

Penn was in Kyiv to shoot a docu-
mentary in late February 2022 when
the Russian invasion began. The
two-time Oscar winner was pho-
tographed attending a government
news conference in Kyiv, and could
be seen meeting with Zelensky in a
video posted to the Ukrainian presi-
dent’s Instagram account.

The 62-year-old actor shot the
documentary for Vice Studios with
directing partner Aaron Kaufman.
Penn has previously attracted con-
troversy as a result of his forays into
current affairs, especially after he
and Mexican-American actress Kate
del Castillo interviewed the Mexican
drug lord Joaquin “El Chapo”
Guzman while he was on the run.

In 2018, Penn was reported to be
in Turkey making an as-yet-unre-
leased documentary about the mur-
der of Saudi journalist Jamal
Khashoggi at the Saudi Arabian con-
sulate. “Superpower” will screen in
the Berlinale Special section of the
festival, out of competition.

Chatrian said the festival,
Europe’s first major cinema show-
case of the year, would spotlight sev-
eral documentaries and feature films
from Ukrainian directors, in addition
to works from dissident Iranian film-
makers, in a sign of “solidarity”. It will
also provide free exhibition space to
Ukrainian film industry representa-
tives at the festival’s sprawling
European Film Market, and highlight
co-production possibilit ies with
Ukraine’s embattled directors, the
Berlinale said.—AFP

Avatar: ‘The Way of 
Water’ surges past 
global $2bn mark

“Avatar: The Way of Water”
gave no sign of relinquishing
its box office domination, tak-

ing in an estimated $19.7 million in its
sixth weekend out in North America,
industry watcher Exhibitor Relations said
Sunday.

The James Cameron sci-fi epic thus
sailed past the $2 billion mark globally,
best in the pandemic era, with accumu-
lated ticket sales of $598 million domes-
tically and $1.42 billion internationally.
That makes the Disney/20thCentury film
only the sixth movie ever to surpass the
$2 billion mark (not adjusted for infla-
tion), though it still trails the all-time
leader, the original “Avatar,” by $1.5 bil-
lion.

Showing considerable buoyance after

five weeks out, Universal’s family-friend-
ly “Puss in Boots: The Last Wish” rose
one spot from last weekend to place
second, at $11.5 million for the Friday-

through-Sunday period. Down one spot
was scary-doll thriller “M3GAN” from
Universal and Blumhouse Productions,
at $9.8 million. The film’s title doll, creat-

ed as a companion to a young orphan,
gradually takes on a creepy life of her
own.

In fourth spot was Sony’s new release
“Missing,” at $9.3 million. Storm Reid
stars as a teenager desperate to find her
mother (Nia Long) after she disappears
during a vacation in Colombia. David A.
Gross of Franchise Entertainment
Research called that opening “impres-
sive” for a crime thriller, adding, “The
reviews are excellent.”

And in fifth, down one spot from last
weekend, was Sony’s feel-good “A Man
Called Otto,” at $9 million. Tom Hanks
plays the title curmudgeon, a character
based on popular Swedish novel “A Man
Called Ove.”

Rounding out the top 10 were:
“Plane” ($5.3 million)
“House Party” ($1.8 million)
“That Time I Got Reincarnated as a

Slime” ($1.5 million)
“Black Panther: Wakanda Forever”

($1.4 million)
“The Whale” ($1.3 million). — AFP

Layla Mohammadi attends Sundance
Institute’s Inaugural Opening Night: A Taste
of Sundance presented By IMDbPro at the
Basin Recreation Fieldhouse.

Storm Reid and Nia Long attend the Stage 6 and Screen Gems world premiere of “Missing”
at Alamo Drafthouse Cinema Downtown Los Angeles. —  AFP
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Japan wins 
World Pastry Cup

Japan scored their third win Saturday
in the World Pastry Cup, seeing off
France and Italy at Sirha, the plum

event for catering and hotel profession-
als. The Japanese added to triumphs in
1989 and 2007 in coming through a two-
day contest near Lyon against 17 teams
from around the globe all comprising a
chocolate maker, a sugar expert and a
master ice cream maker.

Feted French pastry chef and choco-
latier Pierre Herme saluted the winning
entrants for their “attention to detail, per-
severance, commitment” in producing a
dessert on the theme of wind and light-
ness at Chassieu, outside Lyon in eastern
France. “The level of competition rises
with every edition, as witnessed by such
very close results,” said Herme.

Yann Brys, for the French runners-up,
said he was disappointed. “It’s not the
result we wanted — placing second is
always tough but it’s a good showing
nonetheless,” he said. Canada won a
special eco-friendly prize. All entrants had
to produce desserts without any colouring
or additives on a theme of climate
change. — AFP

Members of team Japan hold the trophy as they celebrate winning the 2023 Bocuse d’Or pas-
try competition at the SIRHA (Salon International de la Restauration, de l’Hotellerie et de
l’Alimentation) in Chassieu Eurexpo hall near Lyon, southeastern France. — AFP Photos

Team South Korea’s Kim Jeong-Bin prepares
a creation as he competes in the 2023
Bocuse díOr pastry competition.


