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Iranian documentary wins two awards in 
Russia with story of woman seeking her roots

An Iranian documentary about 
a nomadic woman’s struggle to 

regain her sense of belonging 
after leaving the mountains for 
city life has won two awards at 
a Russian film festival, includ-

ing the audience prize, in its 
first festival appearance.
“My Name Is Kabutar”, directed 
by Arman Gholipour Dashtaki, 

received the Grand Prize for 
Best Film and the Best Film 
Audience Award at the 26th 
Flahertiana International Docu-

mentary Film Fes-
tival in Perm, a 

city in western 
Russia.
The film fol-
lows Kabutar, 
a Bakhtiari no-

madic woman 
who left her mountain life and 
moved to a city but continued 
to feel unsettled, despite having 
access to urban amenities. Her 
story centers on her attempt to 
reconnect with her identity and 
the land where she and earlier 
generations had lived.
Gholipour Dashtaki told IRNA 
on Friday that he first met Ka-
butar while making his doc-
umentary “Chamoon” during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Their 
friendship continued after film-
ing, and he later learned that 
she had been forced to abandon 
nomadic life and move to a city.
The director said his own expe-
rience helped him understand 

her feelings. After spending 
about 20 years in large cities 
for education and family rea-
sons, he returned to his birth-
place, where he has lived for 
around 13 to 14 years.
He said the film was not intend-
ed to portray city life as bad or 
to suggest that urban ameni-
ties were unimportant. Rather, 
it explored identity, belonging 
and the emotional ties people 
maintain with their ancestral 
land.
The response from audiences 
was particularly striking. Gholi-
pour Dashtaki said some view-
ers cried during the film’s two 
screenings and later explained 
that Kabutar’s story had re-
minded them of lives they had 
left behind and people who 
were no longer with them.
Some viewers said they had 
more comforts in their lives 
today but had been unable to 
regain what Kabutar was seek-
ing by returning to her former 
world, he said.
The fi lm was made inde-
pendently, with the director 

paying the costs himself after 
the project received no specific 
financial backing despite being 
presented at a national docu-
mentary event organized by 
the Iranian Youth Cinema So-
ciety and later at the “Partab” 
event run by the Center for the 
Development of Documentary, 
Experimental and Animation 
Cinema.
Production took two years, 
with the team spending days 
in the mountains alongside no-
madic communities. The work 
was complicated by a lack of 
electricity and limited access 
to even basic mobile phone 
services.
Gholipour Dashtaki said the 
audience award was especially 
meaningful because viewers 
in Russia had connected with 
the story of a woman living 
thousands of kilometers away. 
The film’s first public screen-
ings were at Flahertiana, and 
he hopes it will evoke a similar 
response among Iranian audi-
ences at the upcoming Cinema 
Vérité festival.

Arts & Culture Desk

‘Her Eyes’: A narrative of technical, emotional maturity in santur playing

‘Her Eyes’ is among those solo santur 
performances whose value cannot 
be measured merely by the level of 
speed, the number of mallets, the 
complexity of passages, or the tech-
nical difficulty of the phrases. In this 
performance, technique has reached 
a stage where it is no longer meant 
to show itself off to the listener, but 
rather has become a tool for convey-
ing musical expression. This point 
may perhaps be the most important 
characteristic of Amirhossein Raou-
fi’s playing: moving away from tech-
nical display and reaching a stage 
where technique serves the phrase, 
motif, timbral color, emotion, and 
emotional weight.
In ‘Her Eyes,’ the first thing that 
draws the listener’s attention is the 
astonishing mastery of the player 
over the mechanics of the mallets. 
The santur is an instrument in which, 
unlike bowed or plucked string in-
struments, the player does not have 
direct and continuous contact with 
the sound source, and this very issue 
makes control over expression diffi-
cult. The mallet must, within a frac-
tion of a second, both find the precise 
location of sound production, control 
the intensity of the strike, regulate 
the distance between notes, and pre-
serve its independence of movement 
within fast structures. This becomes 
more complex when consecutive pat-
terns of darab, takyeh, passages, and 
speed-oriented figures are accompa-
nied by changes in position.
What is heard in Raoufi’s playing is 
what I call a kind of “automatiza-
tion of technique.” That is, a stage at 
which the player’s nervous-motor 
system has become so deeply inte-

grated with the performance pattern 
that the mind no longer has to con-
sciously issue a command for every 
movement of the mallet. At such a 
level, the nerves and muscles have 
memorized the movement patterns, 
and the player can devote a major 
part of their mental capacity to mu-
sic, to phrasing, tension and release, 
the architecture of the melody, and 
the transmission of emotion.
This characteristic is particularly 
important in ‘Her Eyes,’ because the 
work is not merely a collection of dif-
ficult phrases. Its motifs and figures 
have character and play a role in cre-
ating the emotional atmosphere of 
the work. Raoufi does not use techni-
cal figures as independent decorative 
elements; rather, he integrates them 
into the melodic structure. For this 
reason, a dorab or a rapid passage is 
not merely heard as a display of skill, 
as though the player were trying to 
show off to santur players, but as a 
logical continuation of the phrase.
From the perspective of santur tech-
nique, one of the notable points in 
Raoufi’s work is the control of the 
independence of the two hands. This 
independence does not merely mean 
the ability to perform two different 
patterns simultaneously. The more 
important issue is maintaining the 
rhythmic and dynamic identity of 
each hand within a unified texture. 
Such an approach can also be traced 
in his other works.
This background shows that Raou-
fi’s approach to the santur is funda-
mentally not that of a merely tech-
nique-oriented player. He makes 
use of the instrument’s multilayered 
capacity to create texture. The for-
mation of the “Duo Tayi” with Hamid 
Forouzan is also noteworthy in this 
direction. A project that began during 
their student years at the Faculty of 
Music of the University of Art and 
focused on the capacities of santur 

duets.
Another important aspect of Raoufi’s 
playing is his understanding of the 
santur’s limited but extremely sub-
tle expressive possibilities. Pashang 
Kamkar, regarding “Bākhalvat-e Kh-
ishtan,” has referred to the difficulty 
of performing vocal nuances, tahrir, 
ghalt, malish, and vibrato on the san-
tur, while also considering Raoufi’s 
performance in the Nava mode note-
worthy because of his use of higher 
bridges and the fourth position, var-
ied phrasing and tahrirs, and fidelity 
to the logic of the radif.
This point is also important for un-
derstanding ‘Her Eyes.’ Raoufi does 
not seek to conceal the acoustic 
limitations of the santur, rather, he 
turns them into part of his personal 
language. Control over the intensity 
of the strike, the point at which the 
mallet lands, the degree to which the 
mallet rebounds after striking the 
string, the time interval between two 
strikes, and even the amount of res-
onance remaining from the previous 
note all contribute to the formation 
of his expression. In advanced santur 
playing, it is precisely these details 
that distinguish a merely accurate 
performance from one possessing a 
distinct identity.
On the other hand, in ‘Her Eyes,’ a 
kind of technical economy can also be 
observed. Wherever it is possible to 
achieve the same musical result with 
a simpler movement, the player does 
not necessarily resort to the most 
complicated movement. Complexity 
enters where it has expressive ne-
cessity. This is precisely the point at 
which technique is transformed from 
a “display of ability” into a “musical 
language.”
Raoufi’s artistic path in recent years 
also confirms this approach. In his 
newer works, including “Ranjgah” 
and “An Dast-ha,” an emphasis on 
elements of Iranian music can still 

be seen, alongside an effort to move 
away from repeating established 
patterns of santur playing. Sharif 
Lotfi, the musician and founder of 
the Faculty of Music of the University 
of Art, has described the performance 
of these two works as “a new idea in 
the academic path of Iranian music” 
and emphasized avoiding “repetition 
upon repetition.”
From this perspective, ‘Her Eyes’ can 
be seen at a point in Raoufi’s artistic 
path where technique and expression 
are moving toward a serious balance. 
Speed, the brilliance of the mallets, 
consecutive dorabs, breath-taking 
passages, and rapid movements 
of the hands, although striking at 
first glance, derive their true val-
ue elsewhere: in motifs that carry 
u76ýĵ�ýemotional weight, in phras-
es that breathe, and in figures that, 
rather than interrupting the flow of 
music, move it forward.
In fact, technique is the player’s 
greatest asset, but it is also their 
greatest danger. A player who is still 
struggling with technique is inevi-

tably forced to think about passage 
after passage while performing, but 
a player who has moved beyond 
technique can think about the musi-
cal meaning of that same truth while 
performing it. In ‘Her Eyes,’ Raoufi 
approaches this stage in many mo-
ments, where the hands do their own 
work and the mind is free to guide 
the music.
Perhaps this is why listening to this 
solo performance is not merely an 
encounter with a fast and difficult 
performance, but rather an encounter 
with a player who has taken years of 
practice beyond the level of training 
muscles and mallets and brought it to 
the training of a “musical response.” 
At such a level, a dorab is not mere-
ly a dorab, a passage is not merely 
a passage, and speed is not merely 
speed. All of these are components of 
a language. A language that, in ‘Her 
Eyes,’ attempts to establish a balance 
between academic discipline, the 
technical possibilities of the santur, 
and the emotional expression of Ira-
nian music.
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