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Taste of Cherry
1998, Iran, Colour, Running time: 95 mins, Rated PG
Director: Abbas Kiarostami
Cast: Homayun Ershadi, Afshin Khorshid Bakhtiari,
Abdolrahman Bagheri.
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‘“Taste of Cherry” ("Ta'm e guilass", 1997), the story of a
man who wants to commit suicide, took a long time to make
and various unexpected mishaps complicated the process.
Filming began in the spring of 1996, but Abbas Kiarostami
(the director) harbored serious doubts about the ending and
spent all that summer and part of the autumn weighing up
various possibilities. At the end of the year, before he had
been able to complete filming, the director had a car
accident and was unable to work for several months; and,
later, part of the negative was accidentally burnt during the
development process. So, Kiarostami had to shoot the lost
sequences all over again and bring the film to a close with
one of the solutions he had been considering.

Ready to be sent to Cannes, “Taste of
Cherry” then encountered various
obstacles posed by the Iranian
authorities. It was only after long and
difficult negotiations, in which the
French Foreign Minister is rumored to
have intervened, that the film arrived
at the last possible minute and carried
off a well-deserved ‘Gold Palm.’ The
most surprising features of the “Taste
of Cherry” are above all its extreme
minimalism and its great austerity. In
this film, a man who wants to commit
suicide searches single-mindedly for
someone to bury him afterwards. The
successive meetings between the
protagonist, Badii, and various people,
whom he tries to persuade to bury
him in exchange for a considerable
sum of money, form the backbone of
the film, the structure of which is
moreover extraordinarily strict and
calculated.

The protagonist’s three principal
conversations are thus the main building
blocks of the film, and are alternated with
other long and significant periods of
absolute silence, deliberate pauses that
gives “Taste of Cherry”, its slow and serious
tempo, allowing the audience to reflect on
what they have just heard. A film turned in
on itself, with a strong meditative
dimension, “Taste of Cherry”, thereby
avoids any possible emotional identification
with its protagonist. Badii, played in an
excellent performance by a nonprofessional actor (Homayun Ershadi),
communicates his distress to the audience
throughout the film, but the truth is that we
know nothing about him and therefore
cannot genuinely feel close to the
character.

We don't really know who he is, and even
less about why he wants to kill himself or
why should he want to use such a strange
ritual to do so. "I didn't want to force any
interpretations on to the audience" argues
Kiarostami; "instead I tried to make them
understand that what they are seeing is just
a story. That's why I never introduce the
character, and I haven't talked about him or
his problems; the man continues to be a
permanent enigma to us."

Kiarostami's long standing and frequent
penchant for filming inside and from the
inside of cars also reaches its apotheosis
in "Taste of Cherry", which is literally a
road movie, albeit with unusual
narrative dimensions and extraordinary
philosophical features. A road movie
where any kind of lineal progression
soon disappears, as Badii drives
obsessively round and round the dusty
tracks on the outskirts of Tehran,
sometimes making progress but, as
often as not, going backwards, ending
up where he was a while before, or
simply meandering, losing himself on
roads that lead nowhere. Kiarostami's
liking for repetition here finds a new
pretext for visual expression, where the
remote spots that Badii pass through
become an almost abstract space, a
nowhere place, and therefore prone to a
heavy symbolic ending.

The idea of circularity is part of the film's
symbolism. Going in circle means,
literally, going nowhere. Badii's journey
is a journey into the void: Everything
takes on the appearance of a ritual, as if
this were a pilgrimage against the
background of a land of mythical
dimensions where man's existential
search is free to take place.

Abbas Kiarostami on set.
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A wandering 19th-century
masterless samurai arrives in a
town that is dominated by two
rival gangsters and their gangs,
and plays both sides off against
each other in an attempt to wipe
each other out - but his plan is
complicated by the arrival of a
young upstart. Akira Kurosawa's
darkly comic samurai action
adventure (remade as A Fistful of
Dollars) starring Japanese
superstars Toshiro Mifune and
Tatsuya Nakadai. .
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Inverness Film Fans (InFiFa)
meet fortnightly at Eden Court
Cinema for screenings and post
film discussions. To join us for
free and for more info go to:

www.invernessfilmfans.org

