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[ am making my new film with Oscars
in mind: Hosseinpour

By Sadeq Dehgan

INTERVIEW

Ramin Hosseinpour

First, could you
tell us a little about your
background in short film-
making and the path you
have taken from your early

works to The Pretender?

In 2014, 1
made a film called Ghanimat,
which was an experimental
short. I then made Eshtiagh,
which was also an experi-
mental short. That film was
screened at international fes-
tivals and even made it to the
final stage.

After Eshtiagh, I moved on to
a project that took from 2020
to 2022 to complete. [t was a
film called Sculpture, which
explored Rumi and his rela-
tionship with Shams Tabrizi.
The film was screened at var-
ious festivals and went on to
receive several international
awards.

One of the most important
achievements for the film was
taking third place at an inter-
national film festival in Rhode
Island, USA, which is consid-
ered one of the important
pathways linked to the Oscars.
The film later won the Special
Jury Prize and Best Short
Documentary at the Toronto
International Nollywood Film
Festival (TINFF).

What story did Sculpture
specifically tell about Rumi
and Shams Tabrizi, and
from what perspective did
you approach their rela-
tionship?

The story begins when Shams
goes to Rumi’s home. Rumi
has a book in his hands con-
taining his poems. Shams
engages him in conversation
and eventually takes the book
from Rumi and throws it into
a pool.

Rumi becomes worried, but
contrary to expectations, the
book remains on the surface
of the water and comes back
completely unharmed.

[ incorporated this story into
the film as a conceptual ad-
aptation. In the film, there is
a sculptor sitting at his desk
who hears Rumi'’s poetry and
recreates it in his surround-
ings in the form of figures and
sculptures. In fact, the figure
that takes shape is a kind of
representation of that book
and of the relationship be-
tween Rumi and Shams.

The film also has the quali-
ty of a reading, with the text
itself becoming part of the
work, while poetry serves as
one of the main elements of
the narrative.

What challenges are in-
volved in bringing profound
mystical and historical con-
cepts into the format of a
short film?

When you tell a big story in
a short amount of time, you
must be able to bring the
sequence of events and con-
cepts together with the mise-
en-scene, découpage, archi-
tecture and musical harmony,
without allowing any of these
elements to stick out from the
overall structure of the film.
Since 2014, [ have been pur-

suing this approach in my
mind — bringing cinema, ar-
chitecture and music togeth-
er.I don’t see cinema as being
limited simply to dialogue,
actors and sets. For me, col-
or, rhythm, space, music and
concept are also languages of
cinema.

Sometimes I use musical
rhythm to create excitement,
sometimes color, and some-
times architectural space.
Ultimately, all these elements
should come together in the
service of a single structure.

Let’s turn to your new work,
The Pretender. How did the
idea for the film and the
choice of Attar of Nishapur
as its central figure come
about?

The Pretender is about the
Mongol invasion of Iran and
the city of Nishapur, as well
as the life of Attar of Nisha-
pur. The film begins in Attar’s
youth, when he is working in
his father’s apothecary and
has not yet embarked on the
deeper stages of his mystical
journey.

Our story begins with a der-
vish entering Attar’s shop.
The dervish asks him for help,
but Attar initially refuses. The
dervish asks him whether he
can let go of the world, but
at that moment Attar is not
yet ready to confront such a
question.

Eventually, the dervish lays
his head on the ground and
dies. Witnessing this becomes
the turning point that brings
about an inner transformation
in Attar and marks the begin-
ning of his spiritual and mys-
tical journey.

From there, the film follows
Attar’s life and thought, ex-
ploring his achievements,
books and mystical path,
eventually reaching the turn-
ing point of his life: his cap-
ture and death during the
Mongol invasion.

So, the film is not simply a
historical biography of At-
tar; it also has a mystical
and conceptual dimension?
Exactly. The film begins in a
dreamlike atmosphere. One
autumn evening, a dervish
enters Attar’s apothecary. We
initially start in a real-world
setting, but the camera grad-
ually enters Attar’s mind and

inner world.

Through his eyes and his gaze,
we enter his mystical journey.
From there, we follow his path
until he reaches the point of
encountering the Simurgh
and the mystical concepts as-
sociated with The Conference
of the Birds.

Why did you choose the title
The Pretender for the film?
The title is taken from a work
associated with Attar, and
it has a specific conceptual
meaning for me. The idea be-
hind the title is connected to
Attar himself and the path he
takes.

On his mystical journey, un-
like some other great poets,
Attar does not have a constant
companion or spiritual guide.
Rumi had Shams Tabrizi;
Khayyam, too, was connected
with various people within
the intellectual and scientific
circles of his time. But Attar is
largely alone.

Many people claim to be his
companions during his life,
but ultimately, what remains
for Attar is solitude. That idea
of The Pretender became im-
portant to me.

One of the film’s key scenes
takes place when Attar is
captured by the Mongols. A
Mongol soldier asks pass-
ers-by who will buy this man.
A paradox emerges here: the
people who claimed to stand
by Attar are not there when
he genuinely needs their help.
That scene is very important
to me. Attar has been cap-
tured, and others could do
something to secure his free-
dom, but no one does.

[ believe this injustice towards
Attar has, to some extent, con-
tinued into the present day.
When we talk about the great

Persian poets, names such
as Hafez and Khayyam are
usually mentioned far more
often. Yet despite Attar’s very
important place, he has re-
ceived much less attention
in contemporary cinema and
the arts.

I even feel this difference
when I'look at his mausoleum
and its surroundings. While
distinctive memorial build-
ings and architectural spaces
have been created for some
other cultural figures, there
has been far less attention to
Attar.

Historical films are usual-
ly very expensive to make,
from recreating the period
and designing sets to creat-
ing the settings for the Mon-
gol invasion. How have you
dealt with this challenge?

I am an architect and I also
worKk in this field, so I handle
an important part of the proj-
ect’s design and execution

myself.

At the same time, rather than
going down the conventional
and expensive route of his-
torical reconstruction, I have
tried to make use of anima-
tion and create a conceptual
environment.

I design the scenes and con-
cepts myself. Storyboards are
then drawn up and handed
over to the 3D team. The en-
vironment, characters and
other three-dimensional ele-
ments are built step by step.
The entire process, from de-
signing the environments and
characters through to the final
production, is done manually
and in real terms, without us-
ing artificial intelligence.

What stage of production is
the film currently at? And
do you have plans to take
The Pretender to major fes-
tivals? Do you think it has a
chance of winning?

The project is currently in

production, and I hope to fin-
ish it by the end of this year.
But because it is a demand-
ing project, I cannot rush it.
We are trying to maintain the
quality of the work.

If the conditions allow, we
hope to make it to Cannes.
For next year, my main goal is
to enter the Oscar race. With
Sculpture, [ managed to reach
one of the important gateways
linked to the Oscars and win
a Special Jury Prize. Now I
will put even more effort into
The Pretender so that we can
take another step forward and
make it into the main Oscar
pathway in the United States.
I don’t think success for the
film is out of the question.
After my previous films gave
me experience on the festival
circuit and brought me close
to 70 international awards,
it is natural for me to have
greater expectations for this
new work and for a subject
like Attar.
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