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[CINEMA] The Sealed Soil: Meet the classic female-
headed Iranian woman
By Júlia dos Santos ·  August 18, 2017

The London Women's Film Festival , which this week will debut its 5th edition, chose the �lm
The Sealed Soil , by Iranian �lmmaker Marva Nabili, to be honored as the classic feminist of this
year .

Nabili's �lm follows the story of a young Iranian woman in search of her independence, and
represents the �rst independent �lm to be performed by an Iranian woman. It is a work of
daring, both in its trajectory of production, as in its narrative and style. Here's all you need to
know about this classic of feminist cinema and what it can teach us:
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The �lm portrays the story of an eighteen-year-old Iranian girl in a small village in Iran who,
contrary to the expectations of her people, rejects her suitors in search of their independence
and identity. Her rejection of tradition and introspective search result in allegations that the girl
is possessed by a demon and needs to be exorcised.

The old village, built entirely of clay, is surrounded by a modern city. The duality of the two
places metaphorically marks an important theme of the work: the tyranny of being trapped
(let's say, sealed) within a tradition, seeking a modernity that approaches but remains so far
away.

It is not a story we could call unpublished. A maiden in a society that oppresses her, in search
of something beyond what is expected of her, is not a totally original narrative. Even the
conclusion reached by the village people - somewhat comical in the eyes of the modern viewer
- that the young woman's resistance and her depressive placidity are demonic possessions, has
roots in mental health and female condition ways of thinking dating back to The Greco-Roman
antiquity.

However, we can understand the theme of "The Sealed Soil"  as a part of a cyclical narrative,
where modernity and youth are catalysts for women's emancipation. That is, the �lm does not
try to be an isolated narrative, but rather a kind of small anecdote, within an age-old story
about what it is to be a woman.

In each generation, there will always be stories about this theme, but the interesting thing is to
follow the evolution of the de�nition of female independence and the way in which �lmmakers
from di�erent cultures and social contexts portray the theme.

In this speci�c case, we have a rendering of the theme situated in an Iranian reality, but the
�lmmaker of space for the viewer to design his own story in the character. The visual language
of the �lm is simple and placid, and the camera is used more as an observation tool.

In this way, the viewer ends up re�ecting with the protagonist. The character experiences his
anguish in a discreet and internalized way, to the point where his frustration explodes abruptly
in a confrontation with his family. A meeting, however that does not lead to a resolution of
their situation, which highlights the restless atmosphere of the �lm.

THE TITLE
The original Persian title, Khake Sar Beh Morh , can literally be translated as " The Sealed Soil ,"
as the English version says. But what's lost in the translation is the fact that the phrase is a kind
of popular saying - a curse for wishing someone bad luck, saying something like "Let your
death come and we'll bury you."

It is interesting to think of this double meaning of the title in relation to the protagonist - its
curse was simply to be born a woman in a society in which its own identity is neglected. That is,
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at the birth of a woman, she was cursed with the sudden death of her independence and the
burial of the possibility of an autonomous identity within that clay village.

In a way, many women born in communities and traditionalist societies still su�er from the
same "curse" even if, as the young protagonist, they are surrounded by modernities - which
brings us back to the cyclical and untimely quality of the �lm.
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A CLANDESTINE PRODUCTION
Besides its poetic quality, the �lm was also daring in its accomplishment. The Sealed Soil , was
recorded clandestinely, and tra�cked out of Iran, before the revolution, to be edited. The
�lmmaker, after �lming, hid the reels of �lm in a suitcase with a false bottom and took them to
the United States, where the work was completed.

The �lm received international success, including the most extraordinary �lm award of the year
in 1977 at the London Film Festival. This year, the work completed 40 years, but to date has
never been disclosed in Iran, its country of origin.

Here we have a lesson in determination and claw for aspiring �lmmakers. Nowadays, access to
equipment for audiovisual creation is easier than ever: even today, every cell phone can record
decent video and audio.

In addition, with the ease of internet access, projects can be shared and shared with ease. If,
even with the di�culty of having to run her �lm clandestinely, Marva Nabili was able to share
with us her view of the female condition, we have no excuse not to share ours.
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