Remembering Iran's 2009 through
Ali Ahadi Samadi's The Green Wave

BY BEBE NoDjoMmi

ix years ago, in June of 2009, with an oncoming
. election, Tranians were hopeful of the possibility
“u for change. While incumbent president Mahmoud

Ahmadinejad was well liked among the poor, Iran’
population was an expanding middle class where the
majority of Iranians thought of Ahmadinejad as incom-
petent and despotic for his outlandish depositions and
hardline governance. Leading the pre-electoral polls was
reformist candidate Mir Hossein Mousavi who had once
led the country through the Iran-Iraq war as a Prime
Minister, only to drop off to an apolitical life in painting,
poetry, and architecture. He was one of the first candi-
dates to campaign alongside his wife Zahra Rahnavard,
who criticized the government’s treatment of women.
As early polls had indicated Mousavi’s potential victory,
public gatherings of pre-electoral euphoria quickly
turned into protests of shock and anger when election
results revealed Ahmadinejad as the landslide victor.
Donning green scarves, green ribbons, green shirts,
green face paint, Mousavi supporters wore his campaign
color in solidarity to create, what is now known as, The
Green Movement.

However, when the movement gained traction
with larger protests in multiple locations, the police
and Iranian militiamen also known as, the basij, became
increasingly brutal in an effort to break what may have
turned into a revolution. Kevan Harris noted that the
movement demobilized, “Because of numerous online
postings that drew attention to and amplified the severity
of, violent acts committed against protesters.” Twitter
posts, bloggers, and civilian footage both fueled unrest
and protest but had also cultivated fear from the govern-
ment, forcing individuals away from the protests and
subsequently oppressing the revolutionary hysteria, and
shadowing it as a movement.

The subject of Ali Samadi Ahadis documentary
film, The Green Wave, is a tri-layered collage consisting
of traditional talking head interviews, civilian footage of
the protests, and an animated narrative revolving around
two Internet bloggers as they recount daily observa-
tions of the movement. While many critics argued that
Ahadi’s film ineffectively reaches its intended emotional
impact, I believe Ahadi’s documentary is more of a quick-
witted attempt to uncover the protest’ trails and to leave
behind evidence of contemporary history that a repres-
sive regime has surely tried to cover up. Retroactively
producing a montage of documentary techniques,
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perhaps almost, what I think, as a potpourri of the elec-

tion outcome, T believe Ahadiis searching to-build o
collective identity out of multiple point-of-views that
relay the same sentiment; to convince foreign audiences
that Iran does not support it’s own regime._

I specifically call Ahadi’s film a “potpourri” of the
election outcome because he interweaves many stylistic
techniques, utilizing talking heads, actuality footage, and
animation each equally. But Ahadi does this purposefully.
As the film released only a year after events had tran-
spired, it is clear that the film has a sense of immediacy.
To go straight from German television to IDFA and to
Sundance, with less than a year in production, tells us that
the historical examination and coverage of this moment
was brief and that the aftermath and affect of The Green
Movement could still be considered confusing, complex,
and unresolved. As Foucault said of the archeological dig,
“It is nothing more than a rewriting...a regulated trans-
formation of what has already been written.” But with
the case of the Iranian Green Movement, much of what
has been written was lost in the archive. Western media
was banned from documenting the uprising and citizen
journalists took matters into their own hands. It seems
that so much had been happening at once, from beatings,
imprisonment, and death, that for Ahadi not only is there
no singular way to conceptualize the movement’s down-
fall but the making of the documentary should happen
with immediacy, for events to both be remembered and
understood. Timeliness seems key in Ahadi’s renditions,
because years later, little to no documentaries about the
Green Movement have been made, and a seldom few
allude specifically to the government’s backlash. Daniel
Miller reaffirms that “the film exists to tell the rest of the
world about these violent acts against human rights so
they are not forgotten.”’

Only in looking back at events, 770w, (meaning now in
2015 instead of 2010) do we have somewhat of a clearer
idea of how the movement was sparked sporadically and
dismantled almost immediately. On the nature of the
materials Ahadi had to work with, Miller states, “Under
pressure to reveal fully the brutality associated with the
election in Iran, with news of what happened subject to
censorship, and with punishment of eyewitnesses within
Tran who could testify in an identifiable way, (Ahadi] and
his team embarked on a concentrated effort to gather all
the recorded sounds, images, and stories they possibly
could from citizens who recorded them at the time of
the events.”* With an abundance of media sources at
hand, the archive is considerably varied and Miller goes
onto explain that “In order to make the best use of exten-
sive non-visual (blogs, twitters) or visually problematic
material (from phone cameras), the filmmakers decided
to use aunimation, a traditional genre in Iranian culture,
as a primary documentary story-telling form.” The
film opens with an animated image of Tehran’s skyline,
complete with the Milad Tower in the background. We
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are introduced to our animated narrator Kaveh as he
dictates for us the proceedings of 2009. But as the film
progresses we are taken away from the animated and
introduced to real life interviewees and archival footage
of the protests. With a multiplicity of stylistic choices
sandwiching the animation, is the intention of the film’s
animation then, used as a way to depict pain and gain
trust from the viewers as with Ari Folman’s Waltz with
Bashir?

An animated documentary that chronicles the first
Lebanon War, Waltz with Bashir;, follows the documen-
tarian Ari Folman as an animated protagonist in pursuit
of recreating and reconciling his memories of war. Ohad
Landesman and Roy Bendor conclude that the aesthetic
choices for Waltz create “a collective experience [that]
can be shared by a/l of the film’s spectators — those who
actually witnessed it and those who did not.” In both
Walt= with Bashir and The Green Wave, animation has the
ability to show what is difficult to represent. For Walt=
with Bashir, the dreams of Folman, stream of conscious-
ness, and unconscious elements give us a visual refer-
ence point of where trauma stems from, and how it
continues to come back to haunt Folman years after the
war. The Green Wave similarly animates moments of the
protests that handheld cameras were unable to capture.
Throughout the film we follow one of the narrators
Kaveh who was a blogger brought to life by animation.
In one scene Kaveh explains how he participated in
protests and how he was forced into jail, elaborating on
the horrors he witnessed.



those around. These segments act as a form of support, a
way of reinforcing and grounding the previous animated

Now, animation is often associated as a children’s
genre and here Ahadi takes what’s usually rated as G and
escalates it to R with graphic blood splattering violence.
And yet, “blood splattering” remains in this limbo that’s
both child-like and adult-driven, as if to mimic a video-
game, which as we know, is usually played by both chil-
dren and adults. While I'm not very videogame savvy and
it’s not something I'm going to delve too further into,
I think it might be safe to say that imprisoned torture
and rape is a life-like element that videogames do not let
the video-game player to take control of. The animated
political documentary then, retains the fantastical world
of imagery associated with childhood but utilizes it to
show us more graphic and unimaginable moments,
perhaps almost ironically.

Kaveh’s animated story is spliced between an inter-
viewee detailing what he had heard and experienced from

sequence. It’s almost a way of hearing the devil’s advo-
cate, recognizing it, and responding by actively saying,
“this is not the only person who’s been through this
experience”, that more than one person has heard of this
story, more than one person has experienced this, there-
fore you cannot discount this moment as the a fanstical
world of animation. Folman’s WZltz, on the other hand
keeps interviewees as animated figures, to keep a pure
animated world that allows us to trust all characters. The
result is a sense of trust the filmmakers gains from his
audience, but Ahadi cannot and does not rely on anima-
tion alone. It seems that each stylistic technique depends
on the other as defense. Steve MacFarlane though is
very critical of this, in the Brooklyn Rail he claims, “the
director actually seems to lose faith in his viewers; ...As
if cellphone footage of militiamen dragging a protester
around by his legs or a young woman dying of sniper
gunshot wounds couldn’t speak for itself, important
footage from the real world is held hostage to some-
body’s idea of ‘cinema.”” For MacFarlane the animation
is overbearing. An indexical death speaks for itself. But
For Ahadi, it would not be suffice to have a documentary
solely scripted with actuality footage, 1) because of social
media’s strong non-visual impact requiring the need
for animation and 2) the need for outside “experts” to
analyze how the uprising began and ended is crucial to
understanding the Green Wave and unresolved protest
culture.

However, the multiplicity of techniques begs us to ask
and wonder whether one technique stands out as supe-
rior to the others, or are all these layers of documentary
filmmaking leveled as one? In contrast to Ahadi’s work,
Folman’s Waltz with Bashir and Jon Stewart’s Rosewater;
both utilized one particular moment to reveal actuality
footage, evidenced as “raw” footage to create either a
dramatic and impactful conclusion as with Folman’s
Waltz or a powerful climactic rise of action in Stewart’s
Rosewater: While the introduction of “raw” imagery from
civilians’ first hand experiences is impactful, to me, for
Ahadi, one stylistic moment is not as powerful as the
next. Folman and Stewart use these moments for either
conclusive resolves or beats in action, Ahadi though,
keeps his film at a constant climax, it seems that there is
no one particular moment that is more dramatized than
the next, and that the film lives in a place of heightened
tension — an inhale that cannot seem to breathe out and
exhale. In turn, we can understand that documentary
filmmaking for Iranians, given a specific political angle,
make it a dangerous profession, or of course, as far as
filmmaking is concerned in Iran, it is not necessarily,
shall I say, a highly safe or desirable occupation.

One must then note that Ahadi is an Iranian living
in Germany, and that the making of this documentary
does not come with an intention for native Iranians to
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view it. Hamid Naficy describes the history of Iranian

must question, if this film, is seen by a foreign audience,

ing from the who is this Iranian identity/re-identification being b

ocumentary by explaining tha

1960%, “Iranian filmmakers made many films depicting
the historic arts, and many of these won awards at inter-
national film festivals. Most of these were glorifications
of Iran’s past, intended for foreign audiences and rarely
shown to the general public at home.”™ So although
post-revolutionary Iran (meaning an Islamic Iran) has
faced an unprecedented amount of censorship that
forces many Iranian filmmakers to distribute their work
solely to a foreign market, it is not specific to an Islamic-
governance. It seems that the nature of the Iranian docu-
mentary and its film market exists in finding a new home
base. Documentary films about Iran are made and funded
outside of Iran, as with films like No Land’s Song, Football
Under Cover, The Iran Job, The Color of Love, The Glass
House, Be Like Others, Arusi or Persian Wedding, Behind
the Veil, and The Queen and 1. However, we must still
take into consideration that this is not uncommon for
the documentary mode. “International co-productions”
are commonly made by more than one country and
oftentimes will be aided by European TV broadcasters,
Arte, ZDE, BBC, and YLE being just a few examples.
While there may not be any particular reason that there
would be more of these types of agreements regarding
Iranian films than others, we can be sure that coun-
tries aside from Tran will have state support, something
Iranian documentaries usually do not have, given their
leftist political nature. Thus international co-produc-
tions augment Iranian film’s own little state support by
helping them bring their stories to screen. It goes almost
without question and without acknowledgement that
Ahadi’s own film is banned from Iran and one can only
hope that government has no knowledge of its existence.

Now again, if the target audience is located outside of
Iran, then why is Iran important to the rest of the world?
Besides being potentially armed with a nuclear bomb ...
Why are so many documentaries about Tran made only to
be seen by foreigners? Documentary is usually pegged as
an activist cinema, that if we see a portion of the world or a
people that’s suffering, then we can learn and help change
that situation. This may be a misconception. Do docu-
mentarians have an agenda for change and is it their duty?

Bill Nichols discusses the documentary mode as a
type of filmmaking that will showcase subjects within
their particular communities. Communities are built
when the subject searches for his or her national char-
acter. Nichols says, “The construction of national identi-
ties involves the construction of a sense of community.””
He describes community as a shared set of values and
beliefs that bind people together be it through tradi-
tion, culture, or a common goal."” Here, in the case of
Ahadi, “community” doesn’t quite exist, as we know Iran
is constantly at war with Iran, battling internally irre-
futably. The Green Movement helped exemplify that
“community” for Iran is disjointed and dissatisfied. We
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for? Is this filma way to rebuild a collective Iranian iden-
tity? Or is this film aimed at an outside public to actu-
alize and realize how fragmented Iranian society is? Are
international co productions a way of reestablishing face
for Iranians? :
Before I conclude, I want to note on the opening
voice over of the film, where Kaveh poetically recalls:

“My father always said we are part of a nation
that has been searching for its lost voice for a
hundred and fifty years. He said we’ve come
quite close, we just have to reach out and regain
it. His generation often tried but failed time
after time. Then, it was our turn to try our luck
and for a few weeks we had the feeling of being
as close to our target as never before ... Today,
when T see the blood smeared walls I fear that
it was once again nothing more than just an
illusion.”

To find a voice in solidarity, that has been both suppressed
by the outside media and inside powers, that’s what this
documentary is about. It’s not about change anymore,
because the possibility of change came and failed. Iran,
unfortunately, needs some time before it has the oppor-
tunity for some form of a freer democratic republic.
Ahadi’s film aims to bring a multiplicity of voices, of tech-
niques, to create one cohesive voice to help solidify the
images of persecution so that they are not lost forever in
the archival abyss. In this sense Ahadi acts as a historian,
collecting support for his argument perhaps for his own
internal acceptance and understanding that change for
Iran, may never come.
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