
 

 

'Circumstance' 

is a thoughtful 

look at Iran's 

conflicts 
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The easy way out is to call it a 
female "Brokeback Mountain" 
set in modern-day Iran.  

But "Circumstance" is so much more than that. It's an examination of political oppression as 
well as sexual repression. It's a peek behind facades, it's a story of desperation, it's a look at 
fanaticism and twisted self-indulgence.  

The sheer scope of the film is somewhat overwhelming. Director Maryam Keshavarz uses the 
love story at its center to expose a society both under the hammer and at war with itself.  

The film opens with two teen Iranian girls, best friends in school. Atafeh (Nikohl Boosheri) 
is from a wealthy, educated family; her best friend Shireen (Sarah Kazemy) is an orphan, 
living with an uncle — it's apparent her parents were not held in esteem. The girls exude 
spirit, and sometimes at night they party at secret Western-style nightclubs, donning slinky 
dresses, taking drugs, rebelling. Eventually that rebellion leads to sex.  

And eventually that rebellion leads to jail, after the two and some male friends dub Iranian 
voices on bootlegged videos of "Milk" and "Sex & the City."  

Atafeh's spoiled older brother, a former crack addict, has turned into an Islamic radical, and 
he helps bring the girls down. Atafeh's father can buy her way out of jail; Shireen has only her 
future and her body to barter.  

Both Boosheri and Kazemy are newcomers, but their spirited, tender performances — from 
the eroticism to the shame and the flights of freedom — feel completely, devastatingly real. 
And the way director Keshavarz captures the conflicting spirit of Iran — the slinky parties, 
the hard hand of the law, the clash of modern and ancient — is downright revelatory. 
"Circumstance" is powerful, enlightening and touching.  

 

 


