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PARK CITY, Utah — Filmmaker Maryam Keshavarz was born in New York but 

lived in Iran during her formative years and returned there every summer. 

But after making Circumstance, a tale of forbidden love in Iran, Keshavarz, 35, doesn't 
expect that she will be able to return to the country where many of her relatives still live. 
"I can't go back now," she says simply. 
 
The film, which hits theaters in September, won the Sundance Film Festival's Audience 
Award for Dramatic Competition last month. Screenings of the film drew standing 
ovations. 
 
Iran has been a huge part of Keshavarz's life. "My uncle was killed in the Iran-Iraq war, 
and I moved back to Iran with my mom and younger brother," she says. "I went to second 
grade there in 1982 during the war." 
 
Filmed in Lebanon but set in Tehran, the film focuses on teen Atafeh (Nikohl Boosheri) 
and her best friend, Shireen (Sarah Kazemy), who are experimenting with their emerging 
sexuality. It takes place in the subculture of Tehran's underground art scene. 
Keshavarz, a graduate of New York University's film school, had made short films 
previously, but this family drama is her first narrative feature. 
 
One of the film's key characters, Mehran (Reza Sixo Safai), formerly a classical musician, 
returns from drug rehabilitation and becomes zealously religious. He and his sister Atafeh 



are driven apart as she is drawn increasingly toward freedom and the youth culture. 
When asked recently if the film reinforces stereotypes of Muslims, Keshavarz was taken 
aback. 
 
"I'm a pretty spiritual person and I respect religion highly," she says. "I don't think Islam 
equals fanaticism by any means. I grew up in a family that's very spiritual. Unfortunately, I 
think fundamentalism has co-opted the religion I grew up with." 
 
Keshavarz's film was developed through two Sundance programs: the writers' and 
directors' labs. During that process, filmmakers such as Atom Egoyan and actors such as 
Tim Blake Nelson mentored her, reading different versions of the script and watching 
cuts of her film. 
 
The film is in Farsi, with English subtitles, though several of the actors, who were 
Iranians living in the USA, Canada or Europe, had to be coached in speaking with the 
proper accent. 
 
"This is not an Iranian film," Keshavarz says. "It's an inside-out perspective of Iran." 
She says that when visiting, she was always struck by the lengths to which young 
people governed by a repressive regime would go to lead the kind of lives that are taken 
for granted by Americans. 
 
"People have such limited choices, but they find a way to do what they want," she says. 
"They find a way to go to the clubs that are illegal. They'd be willing to be arrested. It's so 
meaningful for them to express themselves, to hear the music they want. … 
 
"They're so alive. Every taste of freedom tastes a thousand times more delicious because 
it's fleeting. I admire them, especially the women. Iranian women are so strong." 
She wanted to capture valued traditions as well as the contemporary spirit. "I come from 
a very close-knit family and I wanted to show the beauty of the connection of the family," 
she says. 
 
Still, she was nervous undertaking a film that takes an unflinching look at the current 
Iranian sociopolitical climate. Jafar Panahi, one of Iran's most influential filmmakers, was 
sentenced in December to six years in prison and banned from making movies for the 
next 20 years. (The specific charges were never made public.) 
 
"At first it was very difficult for me, very emotional. I was so afraid on so many levels 
because my family lives in Iran," Keshavarz says. "And then I realized if you're going to 
do something, you should do it truthfully. If not, then don't even engage in the 
conversation." 
 

Circumstance shows the difference between the lives presented publicly and what 
actually goes on, away from the surveillance of the state. 
 
"I wanted to stay close to what was personal to me," Keshavarz says. "My grandfather 
used to say, 'You only criticize the thing that you love, the systems you love and the 
world that you love.' 
 
"And it's a place I do love. … Young people there, even though they have all these 
blocks, find ways to learn about things and communicate. I am always amazed at this 
desire to be connected. 
 
"It's kind of an ode to young people, a kind of love story." 


