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Realism, Morality and Gare in Where Is the Friend’s House?
(Abbas Kiarostami, 1987)
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Kahne-ye doust kodjast? (Where is the Friend’s House?, 1987), is the first of three interrelated films in Abbas
Kiarostami's “Koker trilogy”, named after the northern Iranian village where the films are set. The film draws
its title from a mystical poem by the venerated Iranian poet and painter Sohrab Sephehri (1928-1980), and
echoes the equivocal journey undertaken in the poem." In doing so, Where Is the Friend’s House? also reveals
a Piagetian universe in which children are seen to navigate the rules and authority of adults, out of a sense of
obedience and fear of punishment. Yet, Kiarostami also constitutes the children of Where is the Friend’s
House? with an overriding sense of morality, as evidenced in the figure of eight-year-old Ahmad (Babak Ah-
madpour), who mistakenly takes his friend Mohammad Reza Nematzadeh’s (Ahmed Ahmadpour) notebook
home after school one day. The revelation of this mistake subsequently fuels the imperative to save his
friend from the fate of the overly strict teacher’s (Kheda Barech Defai) harsh punishment, setting him in mo-
tion on an obstacle-laden journey to return the notebook, zigzagging through landscapes, maze-like alley-
ways and a host of unhelpful people along the way.

While the hero's journey is a simple premise, Kiarostami’s style of realism is characterized by an economy of
form, which is deceptively simple — especially in the structuring device of asking for directions, the answers
to which are never straightforward. In this way, Kiarostami asks the viewer to interact with the narrative, to
pick up and weave its threads. For example, near the beginning of his search Ahmed comes upon a class-
mate named Morteza, who he enlists for directions and help. Earlier in the day, the boy was scolded for be-
ing under a desk and not paying attention, and when the teacher asked why, the boy simply replied that his
back hurt. The character is soon forgotten until Ahmed encounters his classmate again in Poshteh, the vil-
lage where his friend is said to live. Morteza is seen retrieving heavy containers laden with milk, and the puz-
zle of why his back hurt is immediately apparent. Although Morteza cannot accompany Ahmed, as the milk
must be tended to, he offers help in the form of unconventional directions to Nematzadeh'’s cousin’s neigh-
bourhood: “...in Khanevar, up the hill, there’s a staircase in front and a blue door right by a bridge.” Through
this exchange, we also infer about the lives of the children, and the difficulty of doing homework — a subject
picked up in Kiarostami's subsequent documentary, Homework (1989).

In fact, the Iranian film scholar Hamid Naficy attributes Kiarostami’s idiosyncratic style of realism to a conflu-
ence of personal, historical/political and institutional factors.? For example, the personal observations of
Kiarostami’'s son Ahmad reveal that his father's method of realism was not informed by knowledge of film or
copying other directors, but instead by everyday life, and in the case of Where is the Friend’s House? through
his own interactions with his young son Bahman. Kiarostami also developed a style of non-acting, in which
he enlisted children from the village of Koker to improvise and react to real situations “as a living thing.” As
Ahmad Kiarostami details, the scene where Nematzadeh gets into trouble for not doing his homework was a
result of the boys being given a photograph, which was placed in Nematzadeh's notebook, and told that the
teacher would be very mad if he found it. When class begins and the teacher starts checking homework, Ne-
matzadeh (or perhaps Ahmed, the boy who plays him), breaks down into tears under the real-life pressure of
failing to produce his homework for grading, having to conceal the photograph that is hidden within the
notebook.? In this way, Kiarostami's style of realism also moves between documentary and fiction.

While Where is the Friend’s House? is not an overtly political film, it was made during Kiarostami’s early- to
mid-career, spanning the turmoil of two political regimes: the rule of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi (1919-
1980), and the Iranian revolution of 1979, which brought the Shia Islamic cleric Ayatollah Khomeini (1902-
1989) into power. Under the secular monarchist and authoritarian rule of the Shah, and the Westernization
of Iranian culture, Kiarostami got a start in commercial art and advertising, becoming known for his “slick and
stylish” TV commercial productions.” It was in advertising, the Iranian film scholar Hamid Naficy observes,
that Kiarostami acquired “brevity and precision of expression.”

Moreover, the Iranian filmmaker Mehrnaz Saeed-Vafa remembers first-hand that, while many of his contem-
poraries went into exile during 70s and 80s, Kiarostami stayed and “kept a low profile.”® During this period,
Kiarostami helped set up and establish the government film production unit known as the Centre for the In-
tellectual Development of Children and Youths, or Kanun. The development of Kanun was a rich period of
output in Kiarostami's career. As Rosenbaum observes, Kanun became a breeding ground and film school for
experimental filmmakers. In this context, Kiarostami helped train a new generation of artists, both women
and men, and it was also during this time that Kiarostami developed a pedagogical style of filmmaking
around the subject of children, as epitomized in Where is the Friend’s House?, which promoted didactic mes-
sages such as loyalty and “cooperation over conflict” — and in the case of Where is the Friend’s House?, the dif-
ficulty of doing the right thing.’

According to Naficy, Kiarostami worked in the film unit for more than two decades as a “civil servant” and
was not particularly well regarded by his more politically charged contemporaries, who condemned his out-
put as politically “compromised,” in working under the aegis of the Islamic regime. Nevertheless, Naficy as-
serts that the films of this period offered artful and implicit “critiques of Iranian culture and society.”® Adding
to this, Where is the Friend’s House? can also be regarded as a simple antidote to authoritarian rule, in pro-
moting the practice of morality and care towards and for one another.

Kahne-ye doust kodjast? (Where is the Friend’s House?, 1987 Iran 83 mins)

Prod. Co: Janus Films and The Institute for the Intellectual Development of Children Prod: Ali Reza Zarrin Dir:
Abbas Kiarostami Scr: Abbas Kiarostami Phot: Farhad Saba Mus: Amine Allah Hessine Ed: Abbas Kiarostami
Snd Ed: Changiz Sayad Snd Rec: Jahangir Mirshekari, Asghas Shahverdi, Behrouz Moavenian Art dep: Reza
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