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Screen Daily - BFI London Film Festival marks solidarity with Iranian protesters (Mona Tabbara) 
https://www.screendaily.com/news/bfi-london-film-festival-marks-solidarity-with-iranian-protestors/5175279.article 

BFI London Film Festival 
marks solidarity with Iranian 
protestors 
BY MONA TABBARA11 OCTOBER 2022 

 

 
Around 40 members of the UK filmmaking community came together at the BFI 
Southbank yesterday (October 10) to stand in solidarity with jailed Iranian filmmaker 
Jafar Panahi, the women leading the protest movement in Iran and all those 
demonstrating for freedom in the country. 

https://www.screendaily.com/news/bfi-london-film-festival-marks-solidarity-with-iranian-protestors/5175279.article
https://www.screendaily.com/mona-tabbara/1101523.bio


 

 

BFI London Film Festival director Tricia Tuttle led the event, which was attended by filmmakers 

and executives including: Picturehouse’s managing director Clare Binns; former Sundance 

director Tabitha Jackson; All The Beauty And The Bloodshed filmmaker Laura Poitras; Blue 
Jean director Georgia Oakley; No Kings director Roberto Minervini; Last Flight 
Home director Ondi Timoner; producer Madeleine Molyneaux; actors Aurélia Petit and Mariam 

Khundadze; writer Morgan M Page; actor-writer Taki Mumladze; and Jason Wood, executive 

director of public programmes and audiences at the BFI. 

 

“We wanted to invite a moment for us all to come together, for a moment of solidarity,” said 

Tuttle. “When we invited Jafar Panahi’s No Bears to screen in the [LFF] festival, we said to 

Picturehouse who are releasing the film in the UK, that we wanted to have a moment for Jafar, 

Mohamad Rasoulof and Mostafa Al-Ahmad. What we didn’t know then is that whole world, and 

particularly the world of Iranians, would turn upside down in the last three weeks. 

 

”I personally today want to stand in solidarity with the Iranian women who are laying their lives 

on the line and fighting for their freedom. We today stand in solidarity with other filmmakers the 

world, and I would like to name a couple of filmmakers who have been really important to the 

festival, who are in prison for standing up for freedom in their own countries. I’d mention Ma 

Aeint who made Money Has Four Legs which we screened in the festival last year, who was 

imprisoned in Myanmar this spring, also I would want to talk about Çiğdem Mater, who is in 

prison in Turkey as well. 

 

”There are many countries represented here today. We all come from countries who are limiting 

freedom to protest, to stand in demonstration, it’s happening everywhere. In some places, 

people are putting their lives on the line for thinking in ways they are no allowed to think, or 

saying words they aren’t allowed to say.” 

 
The event took place ahead of Panahi’s No Bears premiering at BFI London Film Festival. The 

film world premiered at Venice, where it won the special jury prize. 

 

Suppression in Iran 

Venice Golden Lion winner Panahi was ordered to serve a six-year prison sentence in July of 

this year. He was detained after inquiring about directors Mohammad Rasoulof and Mostafa Al- 

Ahmad, who had been arrested earlier in July. 

 

Panahi and Rasoulof had been arrested previously in 2010 for criticism of the government in 

their films and at protests. Panahi was sentenced to six years in jail in 2010, serving two months 

before being granted a conditional release. Panahi has since been banned from leaving Iran 

and making films and has largely been confined to his own home for the past 12 years. 

https://www.screendaily.com/news/jafar-panahi-latest-iranian-filmmaker-to-be-arrested-mohammad-rasoulofs-producer-expands-on-his-detention/5172512.article


 

 

Protests have erupted within Iran and around the world after 22-year-old Mahsa Amini was 

killed in police custody on September 16, after being arrested for supposedly wearing her hijab 

too loosely. 

https://www.screendaily.com/news/iranian-film-industry-urges-every-filmmaker-in-the-world-to-support-anti-government-protests/5174776.article


 

 

 
Variety - Global Bulletin London Film Festival stands in solidarity (Naman Ramachandran) 
https://variety.com/2022/film/news/laura-poitras-aurelia-petit-iran-protest-bfi-london-film-festival-1235398920/amp/ 

Laura Poitras, Aurélia Petit Join Iran Protest at 
BFI London Film Festival – Global Bulletin 
By Naman Ramachandran 

 
 

 

PROTEST 
 

Oscar and Venice-winning filmmaker Laura Poitras (“Citizenfour,” “All the Beauty and the Bloodshed”) 
and fellow filmmakers Georgia Oakley (“Blue Jean”), Roberto Minervini (“What You Gonna Do When 
the World’s on Fire?”) and Ondi Timoner (“Last Flight Home”) were among those who protested against 
the imprisonment of Iranian filmmakers and other incarcerated artists around the world, and to 
demonstrate support for the tenacious women of Iran who are challenging for their freedom at the BFI 
London Film Festival on Monday. 

They joined festival director Tricia Tuttle, producer Madeleine Molyneaux (“Gospel Hill”); 
actors Aurélia Petit (“Saint Omer”) and Taki Mumladze (“A Room of My Own”); actor and 
writer Mariam Khundadze (“To Batumi and every single memory”); writer Morgan M. 
Page (“Framing Agnes”); industry leaders Tabitha Jackson, Clare Binns and Jason Wood; and other 
festival delegates in a moment of solidarity and reflection. 

 
They stood together holding the names of imprisoned Iranian filmmakers Mohammad Rasoulof, Mostafa 
Al-Ahmad and Jafar Panahi, whose film “No Bears” premiered at the festival last night. 

 

https://variety.com/2022/film/news/laura-poitras-aurelia-petit-iran-protest-bfi-london-film-festival-1235398920/amp/
https://variety.com/author/saharanaman-ramachandran/
https://variety.com/t/bfi-london-film-festival/
https://variety.com/t/bfi-london-film-festival/
https://variety.com/t/jafar-panahi/


Laura Poitras, Aurélia Petit Join Iran 
Protest at BFI London Film Festival – 
Global Bulletin 
By Naman Ramachandran 
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BFI London Film Festivak 

PROTEST 

Oscar and Venice-winning filmmaker Laura Poitras (“Citizenfour,” “All the Beauty 
and the Bloodshed”) and fellow filmmakers Georgia Oakley (“Blue Jean”), Roberto 
Minervini (“What You Gonna Do When the World’s on Fire?”) and Ondi 
Timoner (“Last Flight Home”) were among those who protested against the 
imprisonment of Iranian filmmakers and other incarcerated artists around the world, 
and to demonstrate support for the tenacious women of Iran who are challenging for 
their freedom at the BFI London Film Festival on Monday. 

They joined festival director Tricia Tuttle, producer Madeleine Molyneaux (“Gospel 
Hill”); actors Aurélia Petit (“Saint Omer”) and Taki Mumladze (“A Room of My 
Own”); actor and writer Mariam Khundadze (“To Batumi and every single memory”); 
writer Morgan M. Page (“Framing Agnes”); industry leaders Tabitha Jackson, Clare 
Binns and Jason Wood; and other festival delegates in a moment of solidarity and 
reflection. 

https://variety.com/author/saharanaman-ramachandran/
https://variety.com/t/iran/
https://variety.com/t/bfi-london-film-festival/


 

 

 
 

Gal-dem - ‘No Bears’ looks at how the control over 
women’s bodies traps is all (Cici Peng) https://gal-
dem.com/no-bears-looks-at-how-the-control-over-womens-
bodies-traps-us-all/ 

 

 

In a beautiful scene in Jafar Panahi’s new film No Bears, Jafar (playing himself as a filmmaker) 
encounters an old man in the village where he’s residing, en route to his destination. The man stops him 
and invites him in for a cup of tea in the waning light. He says that he will accompany Panahi to his 
destination afterward for safety reasons as there are bears in this Iranian village. Later, when Panahi sets 
off again, lit against the streetlights, he asks about the bears. The man scoffs, “You know very well that 
villagers are different from city people. Town people have problems with authorities. We have problems 
with superstition. There are no bears. Nonsense! Stories made up to scare us! Our fear empowers others.” 

Herein lies the film’s central point. The filmmaker dissects the myths we are told to internalise as facts, 
that we often fail to challenge because of the fear they incite within us. No Bears questions the existence 
of outdated traditions that separate 
communities rather than unite them; it questions, above all, how the subordination of women and 
superstitions of sexual control form the fundamental pillar of political oppression. 

There are few filmmakers who lay bare the power of images and their ability to bear witness as well as 
Jafar Panahi. Throughout all his works, he blends fact and fiction, creating poignant works of personal 
and political cinema that examines the reality of life in Iran. Panahi’s films are beams of light that 
illuminate a world shrouded in the shadows of fear and repression. 

 

https://gal-dem.com/no-bears-looks-at-how-the-control-over-womens-bodies-traps-us-all/
https://gal-dem.com/no-bears-looks-at-how-the-control-over-womens-bodies-traps-us-all/
https://gal-dem.com/no-bears-looks-at-how-the-control-over-womens-bodies-traps-us-all/
https://gal-dem.com/tag/iran/


 

 

With the current female-led revolutionary movement in Iran right now, incited by the brutal treatment of 
Mahsa Jhina 
Amini over her ‘bad hijab’, we see women not only claiming their individual freedom but fighting for a 
different Iran for all. Panahi’s film is an urgent examination of the shackles that have bound the country’s 
people while they fight for freedom. In 2010, Panahi was charged with collusion, propaganda and 
threatening national security and was sentenced to a 20-year ban on filmmaking. Despite being banned, 
he’s found creative ways to make potent works of cinema that often uncover how the mechanics of 
authoritarian power channel their ideology. At the time of this writing, Panahi has been arrested and 
ordered to serve a six-year sentence as Iran cracks down on dissident filmmakers. 

In No Bears, Jafar Panahi plays himself, as a fictional film director who is banned from leaving Iran. 
Panahi’s character is directing a film over Zoom from a rural village on the edge of the Iranian and 
Turkish border, close to the film’s shooting location in the neighbouring Turkish town. Even though he 
can’t be in the physical location, he feels that being in proximity to the film is important and gives him a 
sense of control despite the often-failing internet connection. The film-within-a-film that Panahi’s 
character is remotely directing traces the story of two exiled anarchic Iranian lovers, Bakhtiar (Bakhtiyar 
Panjeei) and Zara (Mina Kavani), who plan on escaping to Europe on stolen passports. As we later learn, the 
two actors are actually playing lightly 
fictionalised versions of their own stories and their real attempts at escape. By playing with fact and 
fiction, Panahi asks you to question reality and what you see rather than watch passively from your 
screen. By watching Zara and Bakhtiar play themselves, we see how the director asks them to modify 
their actions. The truth sometimes lies in the gaps between what we can’t see on 
screen. From the get-go, Panahi asks his viewers to be critical, to distance themselves, and to question 
narratives, whether that’s here or those narratives forced onto us by the state. 

Meanwhile, another drama unfurls in the village where Panahi is residing. In moments of calm between 
directing, he wanders around the village, snapping photographs of the local kids. However, Panahi finds 
himself embroiled in the middle of a 
community scandal when he’s falsely accused of taking a photograph of a forbidden relationship between 
a young man Soldooz (Amid Davari) and a woman Gozbal (Darya Alei) who is already betrothed to 
someone else. She already ‘belonged’ to her future husband from the moment her umbilical cord was cut 
in his name. Facing a community trapped by its customs, Panahi is forced by the local sheriff to give an 
oath in the village court to confess that this photograph has never existed in order to keep the peace. 

The power and danger of images in No Bears is evident – they can bring clarity, but can also be used 
as incontrovertible and damning proof. A photograph has the power as Susan Sontag writes, to “turn 
people into objects that can be symbolically possessed”. The village’s fixation on the photograph 
exposes the underlying need for sexual control over Gozbal’s body, to put her back in place to 
maintain a hierarchical order that tenuously keeps the peace in the village. A woman’s body becomes 
an ideological site through which systems exert their power, abstracting her body as property, where 
she is not even allowed to participate in the court’s dialogue about her future. Instead of examining the 
arbitrariness of their superstitions and questioning their necessity, the villagers choose to distract 
themselves by obsessing over the photograph, rather than reimagining the future and the positive 
potential of change and freedom. 

Similarly, in the parallel tale, when they’re filming the fictional final scene of Zara and Bakhtiar’s bid of 
escape, which – unlike their ‘real story’ – ends with their characters’ successful departure, Zara breaks 
down. “We’re in this mess so you can create your happy ending,” she cries, pulling off her wig and 
disguise, addressing the camera, Panahi, and us directly. “But this is all fake.” Refusing to be 
misinterpreted, Zara breaks the confines of the director’s own storytelling desires to assert her truth. By 
questioning the authenticity of the film-within-a-film, Zara’s resistance exposes how happy endings often 
hide the ugly, untidy truths of real life to satisfy viewers at the cost of covering up political injustice. 

As viewers, we can no longer hide behind the comforts of a happy ending as we watch. In Iran, we see 
women taking control of their life and deciding their own reality, defiantly refusing the reality imposed 
on them by the rogue state. By challenging and questioning the status quo, we imagine and create new 

https://gal-dem.com/jina-mahsa-amini-iran-women-protests/
https://gal-dem.com/jina-mahsa-amini-iran-women-protests/
https://gal-dem.com/jina-mahsa-amini-iran-women-protests/
https://gal-dem.com/jina-mahsa-amini-iran-women-protests/
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2022/jul/19/jafar-panahi-sentenced-to-six-years-in-jail


 

 

futures, one in which we can strive to write our own stories. The women refuse to let their fear empower 
the theocracy, and instead, look hopefully to a future, and empower others with their fearlessness. 

 
 



 

 
No Bears (12A) 
Directed by Jafar Panahi 
★★★★ 
IRANIAN film-maker Jafar Panahi blurs the lines between 
fact and fiction once more in his latest work — a film within 
a film and which he made secretly, yet again, before being 
arrested and jailed for six years. 

Playing a version of himself, he stars as the director who is 
shooting a drama about two parallel love stories in which 
the couples are faced with hidden obstacles as they pursue 
the freedom to be with their soulmates in a safe place. 

Panahi is working from a small village on the Turkish-Iranian 
border from where he instructs his film crew and cast, who 
are on the other side of the border, remotely for fear of 
being apprehended. 



It is totally surreal as he accidentally becomes dragged into 
the community’s local politics and affairs. 

No Bears is an understated yet poignant critique of the 
Iranian regime, the lack of personal freedom and the 
regime’s determination to curtail Panahi’s creativity and 
film-making, which unfortunately they achieved. 
Out in cinemas November 11. 
 





 

 

 

 

The Film Experience  

November 6, 2022  

Review; Grade: A- 

By Staff 

 
http://thefilmexperience.net/blog/2022/11/6/afi-fest-jafar-panahis-stark-portrait-of-iran-in-no-

bears.html 
 

 
 

 

 

AFI Fest: Jafar Panahi’s stark portrait of Iran in “No Bears” 
by Eurocheese 

 
 

      
 

Director/Writer Jafar Panahi is currently sitting in an Iranian prison cell. By way of 
introduction at the AFI Fest, currently taking place in Los Angeles, our audience was reminded 
of this. That's not all. We were also informed that he has told his wife that this prison stay has 
been his most difficult – a shocking statement considering his arrest in 2010 led to him to a 
hunger strike. This set the backdrop perfectly, as the film portrays Panahi’s take on the current 
state of affairs in his country. 

 
 

Within the first few minutes, the fourth wall is broken as we learn Panahi (playing himself) is 
using a stand-in director to film his new feature, presumably because he is not allowed to direct 
himself. Meanwhile, he is 
staying close to his cast and crew in a small town close to Iran's border for a few days... 

 
 

This begs the question: Is he seeking escape? As someone who views the world behind his 
camera lens, he begins to take a few photos around town. Even though his options are limited, 
he has found a way to explore the things he loves as he considers what he may want to do next. 

http://thefilmexperience.net/blog/2022/11/6/afi-fest-jafar-panahis-stark-portrait-of-iran-in-no-bears.html
http://thefilmexperience.net/blog/2022/11/6/afi-fest-jafar-panahis-stark-portrait-of-iran-in-no-bears.html
http://thefilmexperience.net/blog/2022/11/6/afi-fest-jafar-panahis-stark-portrait-of-iran-in-no-bears.html


 

 

 
 

There are early warnings that drawing attention isn’t a good thing in this small town, and soon 
there are questions about a picture that has been taken. The film balances what starts as a kind of 
comedy of errors with a building concern that eventually ties the storylines together. Innuendo 
and assumptions quickly turn into assumed facts, and miscommunications become accusations. 
With a deft hand, the storyline guides the audience through questions without directly spelling 
out their themes, highlighting the importance of freedom and truth 
 
 

 
 
 

The circular nature of spiraling questions being asked is clearly dangerous. In reference to the film’s 
title, one character references bears as a threat when walking around at night to pull Panahi in for a 
conversation. The same character later assures him he is fine to walk alone because no bears are 
around, and he shouldn’t believe such stories! So – which is it? Does the truth still matter when we 
are being manipulated? Do perceived threats become real as we speak them into existence? The film 
points out how easily any situation can be reframed. When the just system has no interest in being 
just, everything is (potentially) at risk. 

 
One thread that continues to reveal itself is characters claiming they are good people trying to do 
the right thing. This often happens as they are excusing themselves for an action they are about to 
take. The detachment this allows is upsetting. As these justifications happen, No Bears heads 
towards its climax. 

 
The final images are simple and powerful, bold statements underlining Panahi’s willingness to have 
his voice heard, no matter the cost. The film draws you in close and though it might not be a movie 
viewers eagerly revisit, that first encounter leaves you with a lot to process. This is a labor of love 
from a man who knows this could be the last time the world hears his voice. We only hope that isn’t 
the case. A- 

 
No Bears is currently on the festival circuit and will eventually be released in the US 
by Janus Films. It opens in the UK on November 11th from Picturehouse.  



 

 

 
The Upcoming - 4 star review (Andrew Murray) 
https://www.theupcoming.co.uk/2022/11/07/no-bears-
movie-review/ 

 

Despite being prohibited to make films by the Iranian authorities, writer-director Jafar 
Panahi (who’s currently serving a six-year sentence) has shown no desire to stop 
expressing himself artistically. His latest film, No Bears, continues his trend of 
blending fiction with documentary to convey poignant observations on Iranian life 
and its political climate to cynically playful and tragic effect. 
Panahi plays a version of himself overseeing the filming of a production that’s being 
shot in Turkey. But as he’s unable to leave Iran, he’s staying in a small border village 
where tradition is everything. The locals greet him with gracious hospitality, though 
are quietly suspicious about his presence. And when he’s believed to have taken a 
photograph of a young couple (something which he vehemently denies), he’s 
drawn into a village-wide scandal. Meanwhile, the actors in the production are 
searching for their own means to escape to Europe. 

As the title tells us, there are no bears in this film. Stories of the animals roaming the 
outskirts of the village, Panahi is told, are used to stop the inhabitants from 
venturing too close to the border. This scene resonates closely with another in 
which the filmmaker is instructed that it’s acceptable to lie while under oath if it 
ensures “peacekeeping”. There’s an absurdist, almost comical, tone to the village 
scenes where tradition and superstition are treated with deadly reverence one 
moment and then casually brushed aside shortly after. The overly friendly 
demeanour of Panahi’s host, Ghanbar (Vahid Mobaseri), in the face of the escalating 
threat likewise acts as a tonal counterpoint to the broiling tensions. 

The minimalistic presentation only adds to the gravity of the characters’ situations by 
placing viewers as unwilling observers in the ongoing drama. At one point, Zara 
(Mina Kavani), one of the leading actors in the film within this film, becomes 
frustrated with the hopelessness she feels towards her current plight. She removes 
her wig and addresses the camera point-blank, telling us that the happy ending she’s 
filming is “all fake”. 

Balancing a wry sense of humour with the tragic realities of contrasting elements of 

https://www.theupcoming.co.uk/2022/11/07/no-bears-movie-review/
https://www.theupcoming.co.uk/2022/11/07/no-bears-movie-review/


 

 

Iranian life, Panahi has crafted an honest and introspective work that underscores 
what he stands for as an artist. Within the context of his recent imprisonment, No 
Bears amplifies the director’s legacy. 

★★★★★ 

 
No Bears is released in select cinemas on 11th November 2022. 

 
Andrew Murray

 



SDAFF '22: No Bears 

 
Film Freak Central 

November 8, 2022 

Review; Rating: 4 

out of 4 Stars By 

Walter Chaw 

 

https://www.filmfreakcentral.net/ffc/2022/11/sdaff-22-no-bears.html 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

****/**** 
starring Naser Hashemi, Reza Heydari, Mina Kavani, Bülent 

Keser written and directed by Jafar Panahi 

by Walter Chaw 

Jafar Panahi's No Bears is about imprisonment--a topic near and dear to 
the Iranian filmmaker's heart, as he has been, and is currently, a prisoner 
at the discretion of Iran's fascist government. First sentenced to six years 
in prison in 2010 for making 
films critical of the regime (a conviction that included a 20-year ban on 
filmmaking of any kind), Panahi spent that time under house arrest but was 
finally physically imprisoned in July of 2022 for raising a fuss on behalf of 
director and fellow prisoner- of-conscience Mohammad Rasoulof. Through 
clever subterfuge, Panahi has continued to direct new movies during his 
ban, of course--good ones, perhaps none so good as his latest, in which he 
plays himself, looking for a little peace and a wifi signal in a remote border 
town. He's directing a film by proxy, watching from his laptop as his AD, 

https://www.filmfreakcentral.net/ffc/2022/11/sdaff-22-no-bears.html


Reza (Reza Heydari), listens to his instructions regarding blocking, camera, 
even performance, transmitted across a physical and emotional distance 
through Reza's earbuds. "It's not the same without you," Reza tells Panahi; 
the energy is off with Panahi working through a surrogate. He can't pinpoint 
how, exactly, and Panahi, as he portrays himself, isn't one to make an 
awkward situation more comfortable. He listens more than he speaks. He 
waits for people to finish, then gives them an extra couple of seconds to 
regret what they've said. I've seen Werner Herzog do this in his 
documentaries, too--letting the camera run long past the point at which 
decorum would dictate relief from scrutiny. Panahi now lives under 
constant surveillance, after all, so why should any of his subjects suffer less? 

The film-within-a-film concerns Zara (Mina Kavani) wrestling with the 
morality of using a purloined passport to flee the country. Her life partner, 
Bakhtiyar (Bakhtiyar Panjeei), has stolen French documents for her, but 
Zara not only doesn't like the idea of inconveniencing an innocent who 
must now have her papers replaced, she also refuses to leave without 
Bakhtiyar because, once separated, she has good reason to believe they'll 
never see each other again. They're less lovers in a dangerous time 
than lovers forced to make impossible, unavoidably criminal decisions under 
conditions designed to oppress them, to sap them of their ambition. Despair is 
the point. At the end, Kavani breaks character and challenges Panahi for 
placing her--not her character--in the same compromised position as Zara, 
revealing in the process that what Panahi is shooting is a documentary's 
staged recreations of the actual struggles of Mina Kavani trying to escape Iran 
with Bakhtiyar Panjeei. The film-within-a-film is a "documentary," you see, 
and Panahi has attempted to manufacture a happy ending by tricking 
Zara/Kavani into thinking Bakhtiyar has discovered a second passport that 
will allow the two of them to reunite at some point, once they've both 
managed to escape. Is Panahi the villain for tricking her into taking her only 
opportunity to flee? Is freedom the only thing worth anything, a concept more 
valuable than honour or love or the word of an artist in the creation of his art? 
Is Panahi the villain for faking a scene in a documentary if the documentary is 
intended to reveal social injustice? I thought a lot of Margaret Mead, whose 
best-known work, Coming of Age in Samoa (1928), was terrible science but 
very good politics in how it single-handedly let the air out of the eugenics 
movement in the United States. 

In the town of Jaban, where Panahi has exiled himself, he rents a house 
from an unctuous villager (Bülent Keser) who makes great shows of 
obsequiousness. When 



 

 

entrusted with one of Panahi's cameras to record a foot-washing ceremony, 
however, he accidentally records himself gossiping about Panahi with his 
suspicious, provincial neighbours. They watch the footage together in 
increasing discomfort.  
Panahi doesn't say anything. Trying to find a cell signal, he's warned against 
climbing to his roof because people will suspect him of spying on them; 
taking pictures of life in his temporary home, he's pulled into a terrible row 
when young bride-to-be Gozbal (Darya Alei) is accused of an illicit liaison 
with rugged Soldooz (Amid Davari), which Panahi is accused of having 
photographed. The village chief (Naser Hashemi) plays investigator (and 
judge and jury, too), citing the small town's proud people, long traditions, and 
superstitions. He won't accept Panahi's claim that he hasn't taken a picture of 
the couple in question. He also won't accept Panahi's proof: showing the Chief 
and the town itself the entire contents of his camera's memory card. He doesn't 
even want to accept the memory card, which Panahi removes from his camera 
and hands to him. It's not clear to me that Panahi didn't, in fact, take the 
picture in question--and surely he has more than one memory card? 
 
Later, when he's forced to swear to God he hasn't done what he's accused of 
doing at a ritual prayer hut, he produces another camera with another memory 
card to record himself performing the rite. It doesn't go over well. It's 
perceived to be--and it is-- disrespectful to these people for Panahi to capture 
himself pontificating about the backwardness of his hosts. But wait: is all this 
stuff scripted, or is it the kind of documentary he's pretending to shoot? And 
if it's scripted docu-reality, what is it he's trying to say about his complicity in 
manufacturing fictions that are potentially self- aggrandizing at the expense 
of a complex culture and its sociological artifacts?  

There are more questions than answers in Panahi's films. Not because they're 
open- ended (indeed, I would argue the opposite), but because they're 
engaging with complicated realities impossible to parse in the span of a single 
motion picture, even over the course of several motion pictures. I first got hip 
to Panahi through his exceptional character piece Crimson Gold--a Taxi Driver-
esque film that followed the plight of a war veteran through his troubled 
attempts to re-assimilate into a culture he now sees through and into the heart 
of. I wonder if Panahi isn't that veteran of certain cultural wars now: the more 
wizened and wise he becomes, the more he finds himself alienated by 
knowledge of his world's notions of good and evil. The last scenes of No Bears, 
as Panahi attempts to flee Jaban ahead of a now-angry mob of villagers and the 
government authorities haunting the margins without ever manifesting 
physically, are scored only by the sound of his car's seatbelt warning and the 
barking of dogs. An anxious score for an anxious sequence--more than that, a 
clear statement about how Panahi is playing without a safety net and the dogs 
are on his trail. The pivotal moment, though, comes earlier. As Panahi is on his 
way to the prayer hut to declare his innocence before a jury of his inferiors, an 
old man in the village invites him for a spot of tea, saying once they've had a 

https://www.filmfreakcentral.net/ffc/2004/05/crimson-gold.html


 

 

drink, he'll escort Panahi to his appointment because the path there is filthy 
with bears. When the time comes, he sends Panahi off by himself. "What about 
the bears?" Panahi asks. There are no bears. The threat of bears is a thing to 
keep people well-behaved, as all myths intend--fairytales and their woods 
filthy with wolves or Bibles and their bans. Yet the film's closing scene suggests 
that sometimes there are bears, after all, and a usefulness to fairytales that we 
ignore at our peril. 

No Bears is about imprisonment: the physical kind and the philosophical 
kind--and the ideological kind when Panahi stands on the exact border 
between Iran and escape and, in horror, retreats from it. It questions the 
nature of jails and jailers and in so doing the nature of freedom and what it 
truly means to be free. Like Orson Welles's later work, it uses cinema as the 
catalyst for a wide-ranging conversation about fakery, disguise, and the 
slipperiness of truth. There is a suicide in the film- within-a-film's meta-
story, plus a double-murder in the framing conceit of the filmmaker-in-
exile's saga. And because the picture is engaged in triple and quadruple 
feints, we are never unaware that it's all a sophist's exercise in rhetoric. 

 
The tangle of it is its pleasure, the worrying of its unsolvable knots the same as 
the pleasant tickle of a life that is obsessively examined. No Bears is about big 
questions: What is real? What is true? In a world that tends towards 
authoritarianism, what chance do any of us really have to live authentically? 
No chance at all, Panahi says; and though he begins as the hero of the piece, he 
ends it as the villain. He could leave if he abandoned his principles, but until 
he does, he's imprisoned by his intelligence and morality. (There's death, of 
course. There's always that.) Panahi is Sartre in positing that the only meaning 
is through the actions we choose to take. He's de Beauvoir in his belief that 
actions only have meaning if they're not influenced by institutions. He's 
Camus in his belief that seeking meaning in a meaningless universe is absurd. 
He is all of these things without being didactic or prosaic. Panahi is 
hypercritical of himself and his hypocrisies and doesn't feel sorry for himself. 
He is as important an artist in our time as Solzhenitsyn was in his, and we're 
blessed to have him.  

 



 

 

 
 

Film Review Daily - 3-and-a-half star review (Mansel Stimpson) 
https://www.filmreviewdaily.com/new-reviews/no-bears 

 
 

 
No filmmaker alive today is more valiant than Jafar Panahi. Targeted for more than a decade 
by the Iranian government for being too outspoken, the past twelve years have seen him 
barred from leaving the country and from making films and he is currently serving a fresh 
sentence for supporting protests. Yet throughout this time he has defied the authorities by 
continuing to film and No Bears is the fifth full-length feature that he has made in these 
circumstances (the first of these undertaken in 2011 was a kind of video diary and was given 
a title coined with the ban in mind, This Is Not a Film). 

 
 
The films made by Panahi in these conditions have won prizes but have often been works 
that felt confined due to the circumstances in which they were made. No Bears, however, is 
rather different having been filmed away from Tehran and having as its main location the 
village of Jabbar close to Iran's border with Turkey. This rural setting has enabled Panahi to 
make an outdoor work which is less constricted and which, even if it contains limited shots 
of road journeys, often reminds one of the films of the great Abbas Kiarostami to whom 
Panahi was once an assistant. 
 
IMDb’s tag-line summary for No Bears describes it as two parallel love stories and, indeed, 
it is not wrong to say that. At the outset we encounter a waitress named Zara (Mina Kavani) 
whose companion, Bakhtiar (Bakhtiar Panjeei), has obtained a passport for her but not for 
himself and later another couple, the villagers Gozal (Darya Alei) and Solduz (Amir Davari), 
find themselves forced into secrecy. Local tradition is such that Gozal cannot follow her 
heart unless she attempts to run away with Solduz because from birth she has been expected 
to marry another (Javad Siyahi) who is determined to assert his right. However, the link 
between these two situations is provided by yet a third thread which is central to the film. 

https://www.filmreviewdaily.com/new-reviews/no-bears


 

 

 
In these later, highly personal works Jafar Panahi has regularly appeared as a version of 
himself (the stories told may have a fictional dimension but contain a strong autobiographical 
element too). Thus, in No Bears he appears as a filmmaker who is said to have been banned 
from leaving Iran and is visiting this village near the border and later on he is even on one 
occasion addressed as ‘Mr Panahi’. Nevertheless, we are asked to believe in this character as 
a man whose tendency to take photographs puts him in a dilemma when he is accused of 
refusing to hand over an image that he has of Solduz with Gozal. Pressure is applied because 
the photograph would compromise the lovers and help the claims of Soduz’s rival. 
Furthermore, we are made aware that, although directing from a distance, this filmmaker is in 
fact creating with the help of an assistant director (Reza Heydari) a film version of the 
situation in which Zara and Bakhtiar find themselves. 
 
In a sense this all comes together to make No Bears a rich film, but the mix feels less than 
wholly satisfactory. First, the difficult circumstances in which both couples find themselves 
seem to carry tragic weight but, partly because of the extent to which the reality of Panahi’s 
his own life is echoed in his character, the footage showing the filmmaker seems to take 
screen centre and thus to play down the impact of what happens to the two wholly fictional 
couples. Secondly, the linking up of the three stories is done in a way that raises questions 
about whether or not the actions of the filmmaker render him responsible for adding to the 
danger in which the couples find themselves. What we are meant to make of this is open to 
doubt. 
 
No Bears is certainly very original but given the way in which it is revealed to be in part a film 
about filmmaking it can sometimes feel a bit precious. More importantly, it ultimately carries 
less weight than one would have hoped due to the difficulty in finding the right balance between 
its three central threads. Nevertheless, it is to Panahi’s credit that he made it at all and, when 
compared with its four immediate predecessors, it is No Bears that emerges as the work which 
most enables one to rejoice in Panahi’s skills as a filmmaker – this film has air to breathe and, 
for all Panahi’s lack of personal freedom, it    frees his directorial skills. 
 
MANSEL STIMPSON 
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No Bears Questions the Power of Cinema 
With his latest film, Jafar Panahi suggests that cinema might be a great art worth fighting for, but it may not be able 
to save anyone. 

 
by Dan Schindel 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

       Still from No Bears, dir. Jafar Panahi, 2022 (all images courtesy Film at Lincoln Center) 
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In 2010, an Iranian court banned Jafar Panahi from making films for 20 
years. With his latest, No Bears, Panahi has now directed as many 
features since that ban as before. From his very first work under the 
ban, 2011’s This Is Not a Film, he has used it almost as a formal 
challenge, and has found brilliant ways to artistically explore the 
confines of his situation, which has encompassed house arrest and a 
travel ban. No Bears continues this trend, as Panahi explores the 
possibilities and limitations of cinema, and reaches utterly 
heartbreaking conclusions. 

 
 

This past summer, Panahi was again arrested and, at the time of 
writing, he remains imprisoned. Prior to the film’s screenings at the 
New York Film Festival, actor Mina Kavani read a statement from him 
which said in part: “The history of Iranian cinema witnesses the 
constant and active presence of independent directors who have 
struggled to push back censorship and to ensure the survival of this art. 
While on this path, some were banned from making films, others were 
forced into exile or reduced to isolation. And yet, the hope of creating 
again is a reason for existence.” 

 
 

Through parallel plots, No Bears ruminates on ideas of exile, isolation, 
art, and survival. In one thread, Panahi (playing himself, or a version of 
himself, as he did in Closed Curtain, Taxi, and 3 Faces) again attempts 
to get around both his filmmaking and travel bans. Staying in an 
isolated village at the western edge of Iran, he directs a cast and crew 
remotely, as they shoot in a Turkish town just across the border. The 
film within a film concerns a couple (Kavani and Bakhtiyar Panjeei) 
trying to obtain passports and flee to Europe. Panahi is continually 
drawn away from his project by a conflict in the town. While taking 
pictures, he unwittingly captured a young couple in a secret rendezvous. 
She is promised to another, and her fiancé’s family wants the photo as 
proof of her transgression. Panahi finds himself navigating the odd, 
seemingly absurd strictures of the highly traditional community — a 
tangle of religious protocols and sworn oaths. Increasingly, the situation 
in the village and his film’s story uncannily mirror one another. 

https://www.celluloid-dreams.com/no-bears
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20220711-dissident-iranian-film-maker-jafar-panahi-arrested-media


 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Still from No Bears, dir. Jafar Panahi, 2022 
 

Panahi’s ability to compose striking tableaus with minimal materials 
continues to astonish. No Bears is set mainly against desert backdrops 
or in sparsely decorated rooms, and yet the director never ceases to 
creatively and meaningfully position the characters within them. In 
many lengthy shots, someone will exit but remain visible in the scene 
through a window or mirror. In line with the film’s investigation into 
how people use created images, whether as weapons in a feud or 
means of artistic escape from reality, screens frequently create 
multilayered pictures within pictures — sometimes just with the 
rearview camera on a car’s dashboard. The film opens with a single 
take in which the actors run through a scene of the film within the film; 
the take then continues into behind-the-scenes folderol before the 
camera pulls back to reveal that everything we’ve seen has been on 
Panahi’s laptop screen. 
 



 

 

 
 

Despite his professed belief in the purpose of art, Panahi asks bleak 
questions about its potential. “The power of cinema” is often invoked in 
a sentimental way, but No Bears considers that concept in a more 
pessimistic mode. Simply by observing reality with his camera, he finds 
that he inadvertently makes things worse, while his attempt to make a 
film with a happy ending ultimately sours. The moving artistic image is 
but one component of a complex world ruled by authorities who are 
skilled at perverting everything to their own ends. When called upon to 
testify for village elders in a “truth room,” Panahi tries to assert some 
agency by giving his testimony to a camera rather than swearing on a 
Qur’an. But this fails to satisfy the angry family, and events continue to 
spiral. Cinema might be a great art worth fighting for, but it may not be 
able to save anyone. Given Panahi’s situation, that could be taken as a 
message of despair, but it reads more like a fiercely clear-eyed 
assessment of the world, one molded by his unique perspective. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Still from No Bears, dir. Jafar Panahi, 2022 
 
 

No Bears is currently in theaters.  

https://www.celluloid-dreams.com/no-bears


 

 

 
 

Movie Marker - 5 star review (Dion Wyn) 
https://moviemarker.co.uk/no-bears/ 

 

 
Being able to express ourselves is a privilege everyone should have the right to have. 
Iranian filmmaker Jafar Panahi has been critical of the government of Iran for many 
years and is now serving a six-year sentence for expressing his opinion. He is a true 
visionary of modern cinema, and films like This Is Not a Film, Taxi, and The White 
Ballon demonstrate how vital he is to share stories from Iran that the government 
should not be burying. 

 
Panahi is a true inspiration for continuing to express himself and sharing stories he 
wants to make, regardless of any establishment trying to stop him. With all these 
obstacles, he is presenting his new film No Bears to UK cinemas from November 11th. 
The film follows two parallel love stories in which the partners are thwarted by hidden, 
inevitable obstacles, the force of superstition, and the mechanics of power. 

No Bears is a fascinating tale that delves deep into why storytelling is essential. It 
flows naturally but has a deep symbolic purpose coursing through its veins and 
exploring the concept of physical and non-figurative borders and the risks we must 
take to find peace. Jafar Panahi continues to inspire and stimulate cinema. Regardless 
of his circumstances, he continues to be one of the giants of the medium. Panahi 
introduces us to many characters, all in search of crossing their own borders within 
this socio-political narrative. The wonder of Panahi is he allows time for you to 
connect with the emotive feelings of his tale and allows the frame to absorb you into 
his world. His camera movement is minimal, and being in that moment is always 
important to understand what he wants to share with his audience. 

As Panahi takes you on this journey, he intricately cuts between his two tales and 

https://moviemarker.co.uk/no-bears/


 

 

utilises his role as the filmmaker on and off camera, and he wants to show you and the 
world there is hope for everyone to cross their borders. Their lives may be humbling, 
but their fears and concerns about the regime are evident but not entirely spelt out on 
the screen. The storyline in the small village is such an invasive experience where local 
gossip is thriving, and Panahi is in the middle of it all as he documents it. At the same 
time, the story in Turkey is highly emotional and profoundly moving, with a stunning 
performance from Mina Kavani. 

Panahi’s frustrations can be felt from film to film, and it feels that in No Bears, he has 
reached a point where he is still more determined than ever to create and express his 
opinion. Every frame is filled with anger, frustration, and fear but also hope. Recently 
many people in Iran have stood against the regime, and for some, it has cost them 
their freedom and their lives. We can take these liberties for granted, and what so 
many Iranians have done recently is a push in the direction of being liberated. No 

Bears is a message to the world to not live in fear and be fearless in concurring within 
our own personal borders. Like many others, Jafar Panahi remains imprisoned, but his 
artistry is flying the flag for a better tomorrow for his people. 

 



 

 

 
 

Backseat Mafia - Positive review (Rob Aldham) 
https://www.backseatmafia.com/film-review-no-bears/ 

 

 
Making a film involves a lot of blood, sweat and tears. It also demands a huge commitment on the part of the filmmakers, 
both personally and often financially. It can be a labour of love, but all directors are not equal when it comes to bringing 
their projects to fruition. Especially when they live under an oppressive regime. Jafar Panahi has been waging an 
ongoing battle with the Iranian authorities for most of this century. He is currently in jail while his new film, No Bears, is 
being released. 

 

Panahi is making a new film, but this time he’s hiding out in a small village near the Turkish border. Instructing his 
Assistant Director (Reza Heydari), who is filming elsewhere, via an unreliable internet link. Zara (Mina Kavani) has 
been waiting to flee the country for years and finally Bakhtiar (Bakhtiar Panjei) has acquired a fake passport for her. 
However, he’s had no such luck. While the director, banned from leaving the country himself, struggles for a signal, he 
becomes accidentally embroiled in a love triangle. 

 

It’s hard to really quantify just how important it is that films like No Bears are made and find an audience. Winner of the 
Special Jury prize at Venice, Panahi once again employs his unique neo-realism style to tackle injustices in his 
homeland. Creating two parallel stories which consider relationships within a traditional, misogynistic and religious 
society. No Bears is one of his most ambitious works yet and while it tackles a number of serious issues, there’s always 
room for his wry humour. 

 

https://www.backseatmafia.com/film-review-no-bears/




 

 

 
 

Reform - Positive review (Jeremy Clarke) 
https://www.reform-magazine.co.uk/2022/11/reviews-november-2022/ 

 

 
A repressive Islamist regime 

 
No Bears 
Directed by Jafar Panahi 
Certificate 12a, 
106 minutes 
Released 11 
November 

 

The Iranian director Jafar Panahi (whose son Panar made the excellent road movie Hit the Road) 
has been in trouble with the country’s repressive Islamist regime for some time and earlier this 
year was given six years in prison. The campaign to #freejafarpanahi is worth our support, and 
this release is timely considering what is happening in Iran now. 

In No Bears, Jafar plays a fictionalised version of himself, a film director not allowed to leave Iran 
who is staying near the Iran/Turkey border attempting to remotely direct a film shooting in Turkey 
about people trying to emigrate from a repressive regime. He’s been assured the local internet 
will work well, but it doesn’t. 

Constantly curious about the world around him, he persuades a local to borrow his camera and 

https://www.reform-magazine.co.uk/2022/11/reviews-november-2022/


 

 

shoot a foot- washing ceremony for soon-to-be married couples. However, the hapless man 
screws it up, confusing the pause and play buttons, and shoots material far more inflammatory 
than he intends. 

Later, there are rows both about Panahi’s visiting the Turkish border and his taking an 
incriminating photograph of a couple where the girl has been promised by her family to a man 
she doesn’t love. The local authorities want Panahi to hand over the picture, despite his protest 
that no such picture exists. 

At one point, a man talks Panahi out of going for a walk in a particular direction because the 
route is beset by bears. Later, the same man admits it’s fake news: there are no bears. Most of 
the time, no one ever tells 
Panahi exactly what they mean, resulting in an unspoken undercurrent of intimidation. 

 
It’s hard to imagine a more genial presence than Panahi, and perhaps it’s his outgoing, friendly 
and sympathetic attitude that most annoys those who would control society on their own restrictive 
terms. He’s like an irrepressible fly in the ointment, a brave and commendable example to us all. 

No Bears might well be the most sheerly engaging and entertaining film you’ll see this year, yet at 
the same time it speaks great truth to power within both its Iranian context, and, transcending 
that, our increasingly authoritarian wider world. 

Jeremy Clarke is a film critic. 



 

 

 
 

The Guardian - 4 star review / Film of the Week (Peter Bradshaw) 
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2022/nov/09/no-bears-review-jafar-panahi-heads-for-the-border-in-complex-metafiction-of-fear 

 

As Iranian women rise up against their misogynist bullies, this is a good time to watch Jafar Panahi’s latest film, set in a 
village whose inhabita are encouraged to be scared of supposed “bears” roaming the countryside – just as the Iranian people 
are supposed to be afraid of their moral police. No Bears is a complex, mysterious metafiction about the anguish of Iran and 
the artist working within Iran. Its creator, film-maker and democracy campaigner Panahi, has recently been sentenced to six years in 

jail after long periods of house arrest since a bogus propaganda charge in 20 Panahi plays “Jafar Panahi”, a film director who 
is forbidden to make films or leave the country. So his new movie is shooting in a small Turki 

town just over the border; it stars an Iranian couple, Bakhtiar (Bakhtiar Panjei) and Zara (Mina Khosravani), based on their 
own actual ordeal trying to escape Iran for good. Panahi has delegated the hands-on direction to his assistant Reza (Reza 
Heydari), and he is watching the filmin Skype. He could easily do this from Tehran, but due to a compulsion to be close to 
the action (and to freedom), Panahi is doing this from a ren room in a tiny Iranian village just a few miles the other side of 

the border. The villagers themselves have accepted his cover story that he is the photograph local customs, including a 
forthcoming wedding. 

A double calamity hits. The young village woman about to undergo the arranged-marriage ceremony is in love with someone 
else and is convi that Panahi has captured one of their secret meetings with his camera, a rumour which escalates to such a 

degree that a deputation of village e confronts Panahi and demands to confiscate this scandalous photograph. (The concept 

of the digital file is evidently beyond them.) Panahi is convinced that he has taken no such photograph, at least not 
deliberately, and this nightmare, like something from Antonioni’s Blow Up, has a queasy parallel with his own life: he is 
filming when he is forbidden to film and now he has photographed something which he is forbidden to photograph. 

Worse still befalls him. His film’s female lead Zara has been assuming that however real-seeming, the movie is a scripted 

drama, and that the storyline about a people-smuggler stealing tourists’ UK and EU passports for them is a mere fiction. 
But Panahi and Bekhtiar are keeping 
something from her. 

 

No Bears taps into an Iranian movie-making strategy which has been apparent for decades: the need to evade censorship 
with complexity and ambiguity in tackling contemporary political issues. Rural and remote settings help with this 

indirection. Yet the film-within-a-film trope refle on how much it is possible or desirable to capture real people with a 

camera, and No Bears has obvious similarities to movies such as Through Olive Trees and The Wind Will Carry Usby the late 

Iranian master Abbas Kiarostami, to whom Panahi was once assistant. 

https://www.theguardian.com/film/2022/nov/09/no-bears-review-jafar-panahi-heads-for-the-border-in-complex-metafiction-of-fear
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2022/jul/19/jafar-panahi-sentenced-to-six-years-in-jail
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2022/jul/19/jafar-panahi-sentenced-to-six-years-in-jail
https://www.theguardian.com/film/News_Story/Critic_Review/Guardian_review/0,,371441,00.html


 

 

There is a bracing severity and intelligence and moral seriousness to No Bears, though just occasionally I wondered if this 
meta-fiction is a bit emotionally obtuse and if Panahi could say something as clear and punchy as the title itself: no bears, no 

to superstition, no to misogyny, no to theocratic cruelty and tyranny. But maybe that qualification is itself obtuse. Like 
Panahi’s recent films This Is Not a Film and Taxi Tehran, thi powerful because of its control, subtlety and diplomatic finesse. 

No Bears is released on 11 November in cinemas. 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/film/2012/mar/29/this-is-not-a-film-review
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2015/oct/29/taxi-tehran-review-jafar-panahi


 

 

 
 

The Scotsman - 4 star review (Alistair Harkness) 
https://www.scotsman.com/arts-and-culture/film-and-tv/film-reviews-black-panther-wakanda-forever-
no-bears-a- bunch-of-amateurs-3910814 

 

Film reviews: Black Panther: 
Wakanda Forever | No Bears | A 
Bunch of Amateurs 
The follow-up to 2018’s billion dollar-grossing Black Panther works best when it’s 
deviating from the expected tropes of a superhero film, writes Alistair Harkness 

 
Like all Jafar Panahi’s work since the Iranian authorities banned him from making 

films and giving interviews, No Bears is an inventive act of defiance, once again 

starring the persecuted filmmaker as a version of himself struggling to get a film 

made. In this instance, the film he’s trying to shoot is a docudrama about an Iranian 

couple holed up in nearby Turkey as they desperately try to secure passage to 

Europe. Kicking off as a conventional film, it soon takes on the meta characteristics of 

This is Not a Film and Taxi Tehran via a seamless pull-back shot that reveals Panahi 

is directing the action remotely from a mountainous village near the Turkish border. 

 
This in itself is a precarious location for the filmmaker, who will soon becomes 

embroiled in another story involving a young couple whose hitherto clandestine 

affair has the villagers up in arms. The drama hinges on whether or not Panahi has 

taken a picture of them while documenting village life on a whim, a plot point he 

spins into a remarkable interrogation of the  damaging power people ascribe to 

some images and stories and not others. The film’s quiet anger and poignancy is 

even more acute in the wake of Panahi’s recent imprisonment.  

 

https://www.scotsman.com/arts-and-culture/film-and-tv/film-reviews-black-panther-wakanda-forever-no-bears-a-bunch-of-amateurs-3910814
https://www.scotsman.com/arts-and-culture/film-and-tv/film-reviews-black-panther-wakanda-forever-no-bears-a-bunch-of-amateurs-3910814


 

 

 
The Skinny - 4 star review  
(Phil Concannon) 
https://www.theskinny.co.uk/film/new-
releases/no-bears 

 

 
Recent Jafar Panahi films have been concerned with boundaries, from testing the 
restrictions imposed on his artistry by the Iranian authorities, to exploring the slippery line 
between fact and fiction. In No Bears, he tells parallel stories about a couple trying to 
escape Iran, brilliantly linking these tales through an ingenious opening shot. One story 
occurs in a film Panahi is directing remotely from a small village near the Turkish border. 
The other drama unfolds around the director, as he unwittingly gets drawn into a scandal that 
animates the whole village, with a young woman attempting to escape her prearranged 
marriage and elope with her true love. 

 
The film-within-a-film – where the central couple’s quest for a passport seems to 
mirror the actors’ real lives – is less compelling than the main narrative in which 
Panahi himself is embroiled. The village elders demand that Panahi hand over an 
incriminating photograph that he claims he never took, and through this situation No 
Bears explores the nature of truth and how dangerous misplaced beliefs can be, while 
also giving Panahi space to critically examine his own role as a filmmaker in the 
current climate. 
 
No Bears is full of Panahi’s trademark humour, invention and empathy, but a note of 
exhaustion and disillusionment creeps in as the film moves towards its tragic climax. 
Panahi’s recent arrest gives this bleak ending an additional layer of resonance, and we 
can only hope this isn’t the last we’ve heard from one of the vital voices in 21st-century 
cinema. 

 
Released 11 Nov by Picturehouse Entertainment; certificate PG 

https://www.theskinny.co.uk/film/new-releases/no-bears
https://www.theskinny.co.uk/film/new-releases/no-bears
https://thecineskinny.podbean.com/e/the-jafar-panahi-appreciation-society-no-bears-bros-wendell-and-wild/
https://thecineskinny.podbean.com/e/the-jafar-panahi-appreciation-society-no-bears-bros-wendell-and-wild/
https://thecineskinny.podbean.com/e/the-jafar-panahi-appreciation-society-no-bears-bros-wendell-and-wild/
https://thecineskinny.podbean.com/e/the-jafar-panahi-appreciation-society-no-bears-bros-wendell-and-wild/




5 things to watch this weekend – 11 to 13 
November 

Country-house intrigue, hall-of-mirrors metafiction and an animated 
quest – what are you watching this weekend? 

11 November 2022 

By Samuel Wigley 

No Bears (2022) 

Where’s it on? Cinemas nationwide, including BFI Southbank 

Made just prior to his imprisonment on jumped up charges by Iranian 
authorities in July, No Bears is Jafar Panahi’s latest stunning meta-drama 
– a film that continually skips over the barrier between fact and fiction, 
reality and film, like it’s no barrier at all. Panahi himself plays a 
filmmaker called Jafar Panahi who, to avoid state interference, is 
shooting his latest project just over the Turkish border. But problems 
arise when the local community suspect Panahi may have inadvertently 
captured a young couple’s indiscreet moment in the background of one 
of his photos. No Bears’ hall-of-mirrors self-reflexivity is dazzling to 
behold, but it’s rooted in a very real portrait of the artist living with 
political oppression. 

 

https://www.bfi.org.uk/articles/author/188796ed-2bc7-5807-b175-dad38ba32b6d
https://whatson.bfi.org.uk/Online/Article/nobears2022


Broadcast/podcasts...  
 
10 Nov 2022 - BBC Radio 4 'Front Row' - Very positive panel review  
[around 39 minutes in] 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m001dxvk 
 
11 Nov 2022 - Little White Lies podcast - Positive panel review  
[28 minutes in] 
https://lwlies.com/podcast/ 
 
09 NOV 2022- RTE Radio 1 'Arena' - Positive panel review (4 stars) 
[around 20 minutes in] 
https://www.rte.ie/radio/radio1/clips/22170885/ 
 
11 Nov 2022 - TAKE Kermode & Mayo - Very positive review (Mark Kermode)  
[around 59 minutes in] 
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/florence-pugh-sebasti%C3%A1n-lelio-black-
panther-wakanda/id1616559297?i=1000585813272&ign-itscg=30200&ign-
itsct=podcast_box_player 
 
12 Nov 2022 - Total Film Podcast - Positive panel review [24 minutes in] 
https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/black-panther-wakanda-forever-the-
swimmers-no-bears/id1477057257? i=1000585786792 
 
 
 
 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m001dxvk
https://lwlies.com/podcast/
https://www.rte.ie/radio/radio1/clips/22170885/
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/florence-pugh-sebasti%C3%A1n-lelio-black-panther-wakanda/id1616559297?i=1000585813272&ign-itscg=30200&ign-itsct=podcast_box_player
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/florence-pugh-sebasti%C3%A1n-lelio-black-panther-wakanda/id1616559297?i=1000585813272&ign-itscg=30200&ign-itsct=podcast_box_player
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/florence-pugh-sebasti%C3%A1n-lelio-black-panther-wakanda/id1616559297?i=1000585813272&ign-itscg=30200&ign-itsct=podcast_box_player
https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/black-panther-wakanda-forever-the-swimmers-no-bears/id1477057257?%20i=1000585786792
https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/black-panther-wakanda-forever-the-swimmers-no-bears/id1477057257?%20i=1000585786792


 

 

 
Dog and Wolf - 4 star review (Alex Dalby) 
https://www.dogandwolf.com/2022/11/no-bears-2022-film-review/ 

 
 

 

No Bears is Jafar Panahi’s latest multi-layered film, boldly showing his plight and that of 
filmmaking itself in the context of Iran’s draconian restrictions. 

 
Jafar Panahi, the director of this wonderful film, is serving six years in Evin prison in Tehran for 
enquiring about the arrest and imprisonment of two fellow directors, Mohammad Rasoulof and Mostafa 
al-Ahmad, for using their social media to criticise the government. Despite being banned from 
filmmaking or leaving the country for 20 years, Panahi the auteur has resourcefully continued to make 
films that skirt the definition of film, such as This Is Not A Film (2011), Closed Curtain (2013) or Three 
Faces (2018). 

 
 

No Bears is an incredibly poignant and brave statement on both Panahi’s own situation and that of his 
country, Iran. No Bears has so many layers and says so much. It examines the imposed borders, fictional, 
real or artistic, that it is currently dangerous to cross in Iran and the corrosive effect this has on everyday 
life for Iranians. In the film, the village becomes a microcosm of Iran, where just possessing a camera can 
be a dangerous act. 

 
Panahi as usual plays a version of himself – tolerant, patient, wryly self-deprecating. This Panahi has 
rented a spartan room in a village near the Turkish border (where farming has died and they survive by 
cross-border smuggling) from comically eager-to-please Ghanbar (Vahid Mobaseri), so that he can 
remotely direct his film being made in nearby Turkey. Ghanbar’s mother (Narjes Delaram) cooks his 
meals in a clay oven in a hole in the ground. Assistant director Reza (Reza Heydari), who passes back and 
forth across the notional border, tells Panahi he is standing on the border at one point and absurdly he 
jumps back, even though it is pitch-black night and they are alone. 

 
It’s difficult. The real lives of the actors playing Zara (Mina Kavani) and Bakhtiar (Bakhtiar Panjei) are 
complicated and there is a running joke that the intermittent wi-fi signal stops Panahi seeing the Turkish 
filming on his laptop. Panahi is an urban fish-out-of-water and so the villagers suspect he is a trouble- 
maker or a spy, especially when he takes photographs of the villagers or films traditional ceremonies. 

 
Panahi inadvertently causes a dispute with the village sheriff (Naser Hashemi) and elders: they believe he 
took a photograph of a young couple Gozal and Soldooz (Darya Alei and Amir Davari) who are not 

https://www.dogandwolf.com/2022/11/no-bears-2022-film-review/


 

 

meant to be together because she was betrothed as a baby to belligerent Yaghoub (Javad Siyahi). They 
demand Panahi attends a traditional swearing ceremony to swear he does not have such a photograph: he 
says politely that he respects their traditions but will film his oath instead. 

 
No Bears shifts in parallel between the film within a film Panahi is making outside Iran and the film of 
him in the remote and superstitious village. Actress Mina Kavani, out of her character as Zara, makes an 
impassioned speech to camera, accusing Panahi of trying to give them a happy ending that isn’t real. That 
film within a film is about her and her husband Bakhtiar’s 10-year attempts to get to Europe. Similarly, 
Panahi falls foul of village traditions with tragic consequences that he has to take responsibility for. 

 
And the bears of the title? They are the self-imposed fictions, traditional or religious, made to keep people 
from straying from the village. A metaphor, in fact. Bears, real or imagined, should not be feared, Panahi 
says in No Bears. 

 
In October, Mina Kavani spoke for Panahi, who is still in Evin prison, at the New York Film Festival. 

 
The full statement from Panahi reads: “We are filmmakers. We are part of Iranian cinema. For us, to live 
is to create. We create works that are not commissioned. Therefore, those in power see us as criminals. 
Independent cinema reflects its own times. It draws inspiration from society. And cannot be indifferent to 
it. The history of Iranian cinema witnesses the constant and active presence of independent directors who 
have struggled to push back censorship and to ensure the survival of this art. While on this path, some 
were banned from making films, others were forced into exile or reduced to isolation. And yet, the hope 
of creating again is a reason for existence. No matter where, when, or under what circumstances, an 
independent filmmaker is either creating or thinking about creation. We are filmmakers, independent 
ones.” 

 
No Bears premiered at the Venice Film Festival and is released on 11 November 2022 in the UK.



 

 

 
Evening Standard - 5 star review (Charlotte O'Sullivan) 
https://www.standard.co.uk/culture/film/no-bears-movie-review-jafar-panahi-s-urgent-take-on-iran-s-culture-
wars- b1038805.html 

 

 
★★★★★ 

https://www.standard.co.uk/culture/film/no-bears-movie-review-jafar-panahi-s-urgent-take-on-iran-s-culture-wars-b1038805.html
https://www.standard.co.uk/culture/film/no-bears-movie-review-jafar-panahi-s-urgent-take-on-iran-s-culture-wars-b1038805.html


 

 

I n this topical and typically slippery comedy drama from prize-winning 
writer-director, Jafar Panahi, Iran is no country for women. It’s a scary 

place, too, for rule-flouting men. Quietly and quirkily, the 62-year-old 
filmmaker focuses on the culture wars dividing the nation. By the end, you’ll 
be in smithereens. 

The real Panahi is in serious trouble - this July, he was arrested and sentenced to six 
years in prison, though he’s been viewed as an enemy of the state since at least 2010. 
It’s that version of himself that we see here. Filmmaker “Panahi” (all crumpled T- 
shirts and pasty jowls) is holed up in a village near the Turkish border. He’s banned 
from making movies, but has found a way to keep working. With the help of a 
proxy, Panahi directs a movie that’s shot in Turkey, but is all about Iran. And he 
does it via Skype. 

 
The plot of “Panahi’s” naturalistic, semi-documentary film revolves around clenched 
actress-waitress, Zara (Mina Khosravani, who is blistering), and her hang-dog 
boyfriend, Bakhtiar (Bakhtiar Panjei). The couple have endured years of abuse 
because of their activism. The plan is to escape to France with fake passports. 

Meanwhile, in the village, “Panahi” finds himself besieged by villagers, who seem 
to think he’s up to no good. They’re also convinced he has photographic proof that a 
local girl, Gozal (Darya Alei), has been cheating on Jacob (Javad Siyahi), the fiancé 
she was promised to at birth. 

 

Is there an incriminating photo? And what of the titular bears? (Tourists are told the 
village is surrounded by man-eating beasts). Even more importantly, is Bakhtiar 
faking his guilty expression or is he really hiding something from Zara? As tension 
builds, the questions pile up. 

 
The script and performances are full of humour. Ghanbar (Vahid Mobaseri), our 
hero’s obsequious, middle-aged landlord, is delighted when “Panahi” asks him to 
film a traditional engagement ceremony. Ghanbar has never handled a film camera 
before and his friends keep greeting him with the words, “You’ve replaced the pick 
and shovel with the camera!” 

 
Later, Ghanbar sits on the floor as the rushes are inspected. He keeps muttering, “I 
ruined it”, but can’t stop beaming. He could be any acolyte, eager to be patted on the 

https://www.standard.co.uk/topic/iran
https://www.standard.co.uk/news/uk/maryam-namazie-trafalgar-square-iran-london-gillian-keegan-b1036203.html


 

 

head by a mentor. Panahi’s not laughing at this obliging man. He’s critiquing a world 
in which people, starved of compliments and affirmation, are so willing to bow to 
authority. The footage, by the way, is priceless, with a groom, plonked on a rock, the 
very picture of despair. 

 
It’s crucial that none of the villagers seem evil. Even Jacob, the handsome, sulky 
fiancé, has a speech that makes us think twice. It’s also telling when the elders ask 
“Panahi” to speak in Azari (their language). The film-maker replies that he’d prefer 
to stick to Farsi; he only uses Azari when chatting to his mum. Class and regional 
divides abound; no wonder it’s so hard for different tribes to understand one another. 

 
Panahi covered similar ground in This Is Not a Film, Taxi and 3 Faces, but No Bears 
has an urgency all of its own. In a key scene, Bakhtiar is close to getting a new 
passport from a people smuggler, when the latter demands the cameras stop filming 
the transaction. Says the faceless entrepreneur: “The man with the camera should 
stop.” 

Panahi, these days, is rarely holding the camera. But, as his enemies may have 
noticed by now, filming is what he does. No Bears, amongst other things, is a 
statement of intent. While there’s breath in his body, he’ll find a way to keep the 
camera on. 



 

 

 
Financial Times - 5 star review (Danny Leigh) 
https://www.ft.com/content/571a9146-1c83-4d94-a6b2-6e112f6cd89d 

 
 

 

★★★★★ 

By Danny Leigh 
Behold the flourish of technique with which fabled Iranian director Jafar Panahi opens his new film No Bears. In 
an unnamed Turkish town, street vendors criss-cross; finally we settle on a waitress; seamlessly, she becomes our 
focus. A wrenching drama takes flight in seconds. And then the spell is broken. An assistant wanders before the 
actors. He speaks into the camera: “How was it?” 

 
The question is put to Panahi himself, director too of this film-within-a-film, stationed at a laptop in another country. 
This much comes with the tang of reality. Panahi is banned from film-making by the Iranian state, and No Bears is the 
fifth feature he has illicitly made since that diktat in 2010. Like the rest, its very existence is an act of defiance, a 
metafictional portrait of a dissident artist still at work. It also has a flavour all its own: a complex layer cake of guilt and 
suspicion, where even a great shot by a master director is a suspect device. 

 
The Panahi of No Bears is based just minutes from his Turkish location, internally exiled in a village on the Iranian 
side of the border. But here the mood is breezy. A gushing landlord is delighted to host him; a generous neighbour 
prepares his lunch. As neighbourhood kids pose for snapshots, the scene might even pass for some kind of idyll. 
Prepare for the mood to curdle, and the camera to be implicated. Soon, rumours start to spread that Panahi has also 
photographed a young couple, whose relationship offends regional customs. The locals are no longer friendly. With 
the village a nest of misogynist traditions, No Bears feels prophetic of the women’s protests that have recently swept 
Iranian cities. An omen too of the worsening of Panahi’s own situation: just weeks after wrapping the film, he was  
sentenced in July to six years in prison. 

 
By necessity, the director’s films since 2010 have often required he be his own star, forever wry and unruffled. Here 
though, even Panahi — at least as seen in the movie — grows frayed, unnerved by his closeness to the border, and 
the mounting hostility of the villagers. But the hounded maestro is only half the story. 

 
No Bears also returns to the film Panahi is making by proxy in Turkey, another tale of two lovers with hopes of a  
border crossing. The world might be inclined to look at the director’s enduring career and simply celebrate the great 
god of cinema. Panahi himself offers a far darker sting in the tail — seeming to indict the very act of telling stories in 
the midst of tyranny. It is one of many troubling ideas in a brave and brilliant film, one that reminds us to prize the truth 
above all. 

 
In UK cinemas from November 11 

 

https://www.ft.com/content/571a9146-1c83-4d94-a6b2-6e112f6cd89d


 

 
No Bears (12A) 
Directed by Jafar Panahi 
★★★★ 
IRANIAN film-maker Jafar Panahi blurs the lines between 
fact and fiction once more in his latest work — a film within 
a film and which he made secretly, yet again, before being 
arrested and jailed for six years. 

Playing a version of himself, he stars as the director who is 
shooting a drama about two parallel love stories in which 
the couples are faced with hidden obstacles as they pursue 
the freedom to be with their soulmates in a safe place. 

Panahi is working from a small village on the Turkish-Iranian 
border from where he instructs his film crew and cast, who 
are on the other side of the border, remotely for fear of 
being apprehended. 



It is totally surreal as he accidentally becomes dragged into 
the community’s local politics and affairs. 

No Bears is an understated yet poignant critique of the 
Iranian regime, the lack of personal freedom and the 
regime’s determination to curtail Panahi’s creativity and 
film-making, which unfortunately they achieved. 
Out in cinemas November 11. 
 



No Bears – Film Review 
BY NO M ORE W ORK HORS E  ON NOVEM BER 1 1 ,  2 0 2 2  •  (  LEAVE A COM M ENT )  

No Bears – Film Review 
Director- Jafar Panahi 
Writer – Jafar Panahi 
Stars – Jafar Panahi, Naser Hashemi, Reza Heydari, Mina Kavani 

It is impossible to talk about this film without giving the context in which it was made. The 
director of the film, Jafar Panahi, won the Caméra d’Or at the 1995 Cannes Film Festival, 
for his film The White Balloon (1995), along with many other accolades in his career. 
Panahi has long been a prominent figure in the fight against the authorities in his home 
country of Iran. In December 2010, Panahi was sentenced to six years in prison. He served 
two months before being released on a number of conditions. He was given a 20-year ban 
from directing any movies, a ban he largely ignored. In recent years, he has made films 
such as This Is Not a Film and Taxi Tehran. He was recently arrested and the authorities 
say he will serve his previous sentence. This is the last film he made before his 
imprisonment. 

The film focuses on the making of another film. The character Jafar Panahi has travelled 
to a town near the border with Turkey. His latest feature is being made just over the 
border, and he wanted to be as near as possible to the set. He is living in a rented room 
and spends his days battling to get wifi so he can talk to those working on his film. There 
are two main strands to the film, with the authorities taking an interest in his presence so 
close to the border. The other element is a photograph he may or may not have taken, 
which is causing much strife within the small town. 

https://nomoreworkhorse.com/author/nomoreworkhorse/
https://nomoreworkhorse.com/2022/11/11/no-bears-film-review/
https://nomoreworkhorse.com/2022/11/11/no-bears-film-review/%23respond
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt20205236/
https://nomoreworkhorse.com/2015/10/29/taxi-tehran-film-review/
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2022/jul/19/jafar-panahi-sentenced-to-six-years-in-jail
https://nomoreworkhorse.files.wordpress.com/2022/11/no-bears.webp


This is a complex meta-drama, with many elements of the script reflecting what is 
happening in real life. It is impossible to know which elements are real and which are not. 
It is an interesting story and well told by this expert filmmaker, in what must be very 
difficult circumstances. I’m sure you could make a documentary on the making of the film 
which would be just as interesting. What makes the work all the more poignant is the 
imprisonment of Panahi for nothing more than a contrived crime. This work will highlight 
the situation in Iran, with many thousands of reviews in papers around the world. It is 
another protest film made by a man unjustly incarcerated. 

 
 



 

New Release Review [Cinema] - 
NO BEARS 

 
While remotely directing a film across the Iran/Turkey border, Jafar 
Panahi finds himself caught in a small village's scandal. 
 

Review by Benjamin Poole 
 

Directed by: Jafar Panahi 
 

Starring: Jafar Panahi, Naser Hashemi, Vahid 
Mobasri, Bakhtiar Panjei, Mina Khosravani 

 
 

http://twitter.com/filmclubchs
http://www.themoviewaffler.com/


Like the recent Return to Dust, Jafar Panahi’s No Bears is another 
auteur driven product where the reception of the film, and any 
ensuing discourse, threatens to be overwhelmed by the film’s 
oppressive context. In the case of No Bears, however, the link 
between the film, its inhibited production and how audiences will 
acknowledge Panahi’s narratives, is a deliberately explicated and 
essential aspect of its ideology. No Bears opens upon a daytime 
Tehran street, replete with an eyebrow raising bricolage of Middle 
Eastern signifiers: a steaming tureen, al fresco cafes and a fella 
actually playing a kaval. The chromatic mise-en-scene betrays the 
opening’s thrillery genre situation, as it focuses on Zara (Mina 
Kavani), given a stolen passport by her fella, which will allow her 
to flee to Europe. Except Zara doesn’t want to leave without him... 
 

 
 
And  then, ‘CUT!’, we transition abruptly to the home editing studio 
of film director Jafar Panahi (played by film director Jafar Panahi), 
who is orchestrating the drama via remote technology. Oh, Jafar! 
You had us! This New-Wavey opening not only establishes No 
Bears’ dual narratives - Zara and Bakhtiar’s struggles and Panahi’s 
coextending telling of the story as he gets accidentally involved with 
a social transgression in his hideaway village - but establishes No 

http://www.themoviewaffler.com/2022/10/return-to-dust-review.html


Bears’ alluring tone, too, wherein the most serious of matters are 
treated with a winning lightness of touch. As of July this year, the 
real life Panahi was arrested and jailed, for six years, under a 2010 
conviction of "assembly and colluding with the intention to commit 
crimes against the country’s national security and propaganda 
against the Islamic Republic." The sentence also entailed a 20-year 
ban on making or directing any movies, writing screenplays, giving 
interviews to media, or leaving Iran - since the conviction, Panahi 
has contributed undeterred to 10 film projects. No Bears was filmed 
guerrilla style and in secret. You’ve got to give it to him. 
 

 
 
Like the real life Panahi, No Bears finds the filmmaker in exile, and 
parallels the ramifications of his persecution. In contrast to the 
life/death situation his characters face (or are they characters? The 
film within a film is presented with a lightheaded blending of 
documentary and narrative cinema; are the cameras capturing events 
or creating them? Does it matter?), Panahi finds himself embroiled 
in a low-key village antagonism involving a love triangle involving 
two men and a woman: one man betrothed to her at birth, as per local 
custom, while the other is the fella whom she is actually in love with. 
The patriarchal leaders of the village believe, on the account of a 



snot-nosed kid, that Panahi has photographed the two lovers, and 
demand his footage and his testimony. As if, The Patriarchy. In film, 
as irl, Panahi is not for turning. 
 
The focus on this minor social more, magnified by archaic and wilful 
bureaucratic inference, uncovers, through the scrutiny of exposure, 
the absurdity of the process. Throughout, Panahi is an equable 
figure, more bemused than threatened by the proceedings. Likewise, 
his film-within-a-film encroaches upon farce, where certain figures 
won’t face the lens,  and other times the scene holds on waiting 
characters while their counterparts get a safe distance from being on 
camera. All the while we get the sense of life, lovely life with lovely 
people - the woman with a cat whom Panahi befriends, the glittering 
lights of just faraway Tehran - carrying on. Restrictions are man-
made, the film breezily implies, with arbitrary, archaic limitations 
imposed only by certain governments. 
 

 
 
Life carries on, that is, until it doesn’t, and the devastating 
conclusions of both women’s choices eventually come to pass. 
Panahi’s good cheer and the warmth of No Bears’ storytelling can 



only carry its plot implications so far before crushing reality bears 
down. We end with a haunting image of frustration and entrapment. 
 
If you feel strongly about the detainment of Panahi, and fellow 
Iranian filmmakers Mohammad Rasoulof and Mostafa Aleahmad, 
then there is a Change.org petition to protest their arrest here. 

 
 
No Bears is in UK/ROI cinemas from November 11th. 
 

https://www.change.org/p/protesting-the-arrest-of-mohammad-rasoulof-mostafa-aleahmad-and-jafar-panahi


 

 

The Spectator - Positive review (Deborah Ross) 
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/astonishing-cinema-no-bears-reviewed/ 

 
 

 
 

Jafar Panahi’s No Bears is, first and foremost, a wonderful film. More than this, you 
don’t need to know but I’ll tell you anyway. Panahi, an Iranian filmmaker, was 
banned from making films by the Iran government in 2010 yet has persisted 
clandestinely. One of his films (This Is Not a Film) was smuggled to the Cannes 
festival on a USB stick buried inside a cake. No Bears was wrapped in May this 
year; Panahi was arrested in July, and now he’s serving a six-year prison sentence for 
‘propaganda against the system’. To make a film, any film, against such odds, is 
astonishing, but one as truly wonderful as this? Mind-blowing. 

Panahi plays a version of himself, so it’s auto-fiction which, in this instance, also 
says: I will not hide away. He’s a director renting a room in an Iranian village just 
over the border from Turkey where his latest production is set. He is directing 
remotely, internet connection allowing, and has relocated from Tehran as he wants to 
be as close to the action as possible. (He’s banned from leaving the country, just as 
the real Panahi was.) The film he is making is a love story about an Iranian couple 
who have made it to Turkey but are awaiting fake passports so they might flee to 
Europe. In addition, the actors in this film are themselves seeking to flee. Everyone 
is trapped somehow. Everyone wants to escape. But how, and to what? 

 
The village scenes are fascinating in and of themselves because rural Iran is so 
foreign to us. The basic houses look as if they’ve been burped up by the stony 
landscape. The women cook using ground ovens, drawing pots out of the earth. 
Chickens scrabble everywhere. 

 
 

The Panahi played by Panahi is more used to city life but he is not arrogant. Instead, 
he is affable, respectful, kind, understanding. He advises an old woman with aching 

https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/astonishing-cinema-no-bears-reviewed/


 

 

bones on the benefits of magnesium tablets. He doesn’t even lose it when he has to 
teeter from the top of a ladder in search of the internet. The villagers are gracious if 
a little suspicious. 

 
But tensions appear when he is drawn into a village dispute and is said to have taken 
a photograph of a young woman with her lover when she is betrothed to someone 
else. (She has, in fact, been betrothed since the day she was born and her future 
husband was named as her umbilical cord was cut.) The villagers and her intended 
want the photograph to prove she is seeing someone she shouldn’t, while Panahi 
vehemently denies he has ever taken such a picture. These people are also trapped. 
By their traditions, by the patriarchy, by superstition. He is told to watch himself on 
the village paths at night because of the bears but as he later discovers, there are no 
bears. ‘These stories are just made up to scare us,’ says a villager. 

 
This is not an overtly political film at all. Mostly, you’re engrossed because of the 
characters and their narratives. Will Panahi swear on the Quran that he’s never taken 
such a photograph? Will either pair of lovers get away? Will the magnesium help the 
old woman’s aches? It’s extremely funny at points. There is a scene to do with 
politeness and taking off your shoes before entering anyone’s home that made me 
laugh out loud. But it’s deceptively simple: the more you think about it, the more 
layers there seem to be and the more you realise how much this film has to say about 
lives made small by restrictions that can, and do, result in tragedy. 

 
This is a daring and brave film that, in a sense, is about the power of film itself. It’s 
also great cinema. 

 



 

 

 
 
 

Time Out - 4 star review (Greer 
McNally) 
https://www.timeout.com/movies/n
o-bears-2022 

 
 

 

Iranian director Jafar Panahi’s meta tale of two 
loves is about freedom and the perils we cannot 
see.  

 
Legendary Iranian director Jafar Panahi (Closed Curtain, Taxi Tehran) explores 

ideas of freedom, and what they mean to two very different couples in No Bears, his 

latest film about life in the homeland that currently has him cruelly incarcerated. 

 

Exiles Zara (Mina Kavani) and Bakhtiar (Bakhtiar Panjei) live in Turkey and have been 

trying to escape to western Europe for ten years. Solduz (Amir Davari) and Gozal 

(Darya Alei) are in 

love in a mountain village in Iran, but she is betrothed to another man, and they 

https://www.timeout.com/movies/no-bears-2022
https://www.timeout.com/movies/no-bears-2022
https://www.timeout.com/movies/closed-curtain
https://www.timeout.com/movies/taxi-tehran


 

 

must hide their feelings or face the wrath of the village. 

 

Panahi – playing a lightly fictionalised version of himself – gently draws the two 

stories together. He is making a film about Zara and Bakhtiar’s plight, while staying in 

the village which Solduz and Gozal long to escape from. 

 

So why is the fictional Panahi in an Iranian village rather than making his film in Turkey? 

Because in a twist that would be surreal if it wasn’t actually mirroring real life, he is 

directing them over Zoom, having been banned not only from leaving Iran, but from 

filmmaking altogether. 

 

No Bears starts in a gently comic tone, with Panahi requesting ladders and waving 

his phone in the air, as if to say: ‘Don’t worry viewer, I may be under house arrest, 

but it’s all going to be okay.’ And we are fooled into expecting a gentle observation 

of rural Iran, lulled by the gentle rhythms of the everyday. 

 

But as he weaves his two stories together, the tone shifts at a nail-biting trot towards 

something more sinister. We’re left not only fearing for Panahi’s lovers, but for our 

director too. As he walks through the darkness to meet a group of angry men, a 

stranger gives him a piece of advice. Lie to them. They mostly do not care about the 

truth, only the appearance of the truth. This will keep the peace, and that is what 

they want. 

 

Keeping that fragile balance is not an acceptable compromise for Panahi. In this 

startling work, he places the responsibility on ordinary Iranians to act, even if it leads 

to heartbreak. Because, as with his latest deceptively sharp-edged meta drama, he 

knows that not every story can have a happy ending. 

In UK cinemas Nov 11  
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Jafar Panahi plays a fatalistic version of himself in No Bears 
No Bears (12A, 107mins) 
In spite of travel bans, house arrests and actual imprisonment, Iranian film-
maker Jafar Panahi has managed to create a body of work that movingly 
describes life in a censorious theocracy. 

Banned in Iran, No Bears is a subtle and tricky drama within a drama, 
starring Panahi as a bemused version of himself. He’s hiding out in a 
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remote village near the Turkish border, on the other side of which a film is 
being made. 

He is remotely directing the story of two lovers who dream of fleeing Iran, 
but the internet connection to his assistant keeps breaking down. 
Meanwhile, he becomes embroiled in a local scandal. 

With chilling politeness, a village elder explains to Jafar how, when a female 
child is born, her umbilical cord is cut in the name of her future husband. 

One woman seeks to defy her destiny, having fallen in love with another 
man: Panahi may have inadvertently photographed the lovers and so 
becomes an object of fury himself. 

At one point, Jafar stands on the border, but shudders at the thought of 
crossing it and leaving his own people behind. He was jailed shortly after 
finishing this film.  

Rating: Four stars 

 
 



CINEVUE 
Film Review: No Bears 

 

★★★★★ 
Jafar Panahi’s sentence of six years in prison this July is the latest instance of 
harassment that the director has received from Iranian authorities, stretching back 
as far as 2010. Panahi’s courageousness as an agitator is matched only by his 
inventiveness as a filmmaker. After defying the government for over a decade, 
Panahi has made a film about escaping Iran – in which he plays himself making a 
film about escaping Iran. 

Yet far from an exercise in indulgent meta navel-gazing (and seriously, who would 
deny him a little of that as he contemplates six years in an Iranian prison cell?), No 
Bears is a compelling, emotional and humane study of fear, perseverance and 
resisting oppression through witness. Though Panahi presents little comfort in this 
vision of Iranian society, he does offer quiet, profound defiance. 

While the cast and crew of his latest film are in neighbouring Turkey, Panahi 
directs the shoot remotely from a tiny village along the northwest border. From his 
tiny, basic room, the mobile internet signal makes directing near impossible, 
begging the question as to why he isn’t just directing from Tehran with reliable 

https://cine-vue.com/


broadband. The villagers wonder, too, worried that Panahi may attempt to cross 
the border and bring trouble either from the Iranian border police or the people 
smugglers that control the surrounding areas. 

The film within a film concerns Zara (Mina Kavani) and Bakhtiyar (Bakhtiyar 
Panjeei), who have crossed over to Turkey, and acquired stolen passports in order 
to escape to Europe. The film is not quite a documentary, but their escape attempt 
is real, though it is often intentionally unclear where fiction and reality separate. 
Often, the camera sits as its subjects move away from it, at once creating a sense of 
objectivity while obscuring and distorting what we can see and hear. So too, the 
images that are intentionally and unintentionally captured back at the village; 
firstly when Panahi lends his camera to a local who instead of recording a wedding 
ceremony accidentally tapes a conversation about an illegal crossing, secondly an 
accusation that Panahi has inadvertently photographed two young lovers having an 
affair. 

It is this second infraction that causes the most disruption, the villagers pressing 
Panahi into turning over the picture – which Panahi insists does not exist – as a 
way of definitively incriminating the lovers. With the backing of the village elders, 
the girl’s betrothed pressures Panahi to inform on Gozal (Darya Alei) and her 
lover, before forcing Panahi to participate in an arcane swearing ritual to prove 
there is no picture. This is the power of the state in microcosm, compelling its 
subjects to comply and collaborate in their own oppression through elaborate and 
increasingly absurd performances of morality. 

One character tells Panahi have merely been invented to keep people in fear, 
though the absence of literal bears does not preclude the figurative. And just like 
those bears, of all the images Panahi has captured, the one of Gozal and Solduz’s 
(Amir Davari) tryst exists only in the minds of their accusers. No Bears ends on a 
deeply cynical, bitter note: its act of defiance against that bitterness is to bear 
witness to it. Indeed, to bear witness, to document, and by doing so refuse to 
comply is perhaps the most profound act of resistance that Panahi offers us. 

Christopher Machell 

 





No Bears review: Clever and gripping 
cinema 
Iranian master Jafar Panahi defies the odds with this 
blistering politically charged drama 

 
Film director Jafar Panahi 
Tara Brady 
Fri Nov 11 2022 - 05:00 
No Bears 
Director: Jafar Panahi 
Cert: None 
Genre: Drama 
Starring: Jafar Panahi, Naser Hashemi, Mobsari, Bakhtiar Panjei, Mina 
Khosravani, Reza Heydari 
Running Time: 1 hr 46 mins 

On July 11th, 2022, the Iranian director Jafar Panahi was sentenced to six years in 
prison on charges of “propaganda against the regime”. His arrest followed more 
than a decade of locking horns with the government. His films are as improbable 
as they are defiant. This is Not a Film, from 2011, was shot an on an iPhone while 
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the artist was under house arrest and later smuggled out of Iran on a USB stick 
hidden in a cake. 

Panahi’s ninth feature, which premiered at Venice in the weeks after its maker’s 
incarceration, is a thrilling testament to the maxim that necessity is the mother of 
invention. This clever autofiction opens with a sleight of hand as Zara (Mina 
Kavani), a waitress, slips out from work to meet Bakhtiar (Bakhtiar Panjei), her 
partner, who has acquired a dodgy passport for her. The scene is set in Turkey but 
is being directed across the border by Panahi, who is banned from leaving Iran. 

He has, accordingly, set up shop in the remote Iranian village of Jabbar, where he 
struggles with intermittent wifi and intransigent locals. A trip through outlaw 
country earns the director a polite scolding. This merely serves as a prelude for 
the series of grillings and accusations to come. 

One night, a young woman named Gozal (Darya Alei) begs for Panahi’s help in 
suppressing a photograph she believes he’s taken of her and Solduz (Amir 
Davari). She is in love with Solduz but was promised at birth to the lunkheaded 
Jacob (Javad Siyahi). If the photograph gets out, “There will be blood”, she 
warns. Panahi insists that no photo exists. The entire village, however, begs to 
differ. 

The writer-director and star deftly juggles mounting tensions and insular 
absurdity. Restrictions upon his movements are woven into the narrative. A visit 
to the border, during which the film-maker stops dead in his tracks, mirrors the 
reluctance of the heroine of the film-within-the-film to leave everything behind. 

Defiant, endlessly resourceful and gripping cinema. 

 









 

Jafar Panahi’s “No Bears” reflects the 
bleakness of life in Iran 
Several Iranian directors are behind bars. But the 
country’s independent cinema is more visible than ever 
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Had the mullahs had their way, there would have been no films at all. During the 
revolution of 1979 their militants lambasted cinemas as centres of Western decadence 
and burnt them down. One was incinerated in 1978 after its doors were locked, killing 
about 400 people inside. Once it was over, 32 cinemas shut in the capital. Those that 
survived pinned sayings of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the founder of the Islamic 
Republic, to their threshold. 

More than four decades later, censors still ban all foreign films and local ones deemed 
counter-revolutionary. Directors need permits to shoot and release their films. 
Commanders in the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps heading big foundations provide 
funding. The easiest way to get it is to portray battlefield heroics during the Iran-Iraq 
war or, like a recent one, the use of Western weapons in gassing the Kurds. 
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Wayward film-makers are subject to travel bans, interrogations and threats. “Start 
choosing your cemetery,” reads a typical one sent to a director who fled abroad. A brave 
few refuse to buckle. They submit dummy scripts and survive on shoestring budgets. 
When the censors ban their films, they distribute them at home (online) and abroad, 
where they win copious awards. They show Iran as it is, not as the mullahs would like it 
to be. 

Through their lens the theocracy is corrupt, controlling and misogynistic. Its 
patriarchies crush women. In “Holy Spider”, a zealot solicits prostitutes and with 
impunity cleanses his holy city, Mashhad, by strangling them. In “Tattoo”, an application 
for a driving licence ends up before a morality panel because the woman has a tattoo 
(pictured, below). An uncanny number of films are located in prison, often on death row. 
Or at night. 

 

Jafar Panahi is the maestro of this samizdat genre. His latest, “No Bears”, is an 
autobiographical portrait of how he makes movies when banned from film-making and 
travelling abroad. He relocates to a village on the Turkish border (pictured, top) and 
directs production in a town on the other side over Skype. His village is quaint and its 
inhabitants jovial. The sun sparkles. But everything goes wrong. The internet cuts out. 
The villagers accuse him of photographing an illicit flirtation. He is summoned before a 
council of male elders and accused of rupturing an arranged marriage. In the stand-off 
between tradition and modernity, they ask him to swear his innocence on the Koran. He 
offers to film himself swearing instead. 

In his previous films, Mr Panahi retained a flicker of hope. This time he snuffs it out. He 
could escape. The man-eating bears on the edge of the village, says a resident, are just 
fiction: “stories made up to scare us. Our fear empowers others.” He is led to the dirt 
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track that crosses the border. He stands on its edge, sees the shimmering lights of a 
Turkish town, where women have no veils and bars are bustling—and shuffles back. 

His female characters are doomed. A rumour ends in an honour crime and in the film-in-
a-film, the woman escaping through Turkey drowns. “Little by little he [Mr Panahi] 
became ever more pessimistic about the future of Iranian society,” says Bahman 
Ghobadi, a fellow director. “It’s a generation that’s lost its hope.” 

The bleakness reflects the reality off-screen. Last year Iran’s hardline president, 
Ebrahim Raisi, began reimposing the misogyny of 1979. His culture minister, 
Mohammad Esmaili, immediately issued a report denouncing the film industry. Out of 
the 77 films made in 2018, he fumed, “59 promoted Western lifestyle, 61 featured 
shameless women, 50 portrayed a disparaging image of the Iranian society and 55 
advocated lawbreaking.” 

Directors protested against Iran’s “Talibanisation”. They signed petitions calling on the 
security forces “to put down your guns”. In response, the authorities threatened to ban 
their biggest union. They locked some film-makers up: Mr Panahi was sent to Tehran’s 
notorious Evin prison in July to finish a six-year-sentence, stayed after two months 
served over a decade ago. (The other was Mohammad Rasoulof, a director whose recent 
film, “A Man of Integrity”, portrays a system that has none.) “We create works that are 
not commissioned,” said Mr Panahi in a statement from prison in October. “Therefore 
those in power see us as criminals.” 

These days almost no one goes to the cinema in Iran. The mullahs are again mithering 
against a medium that distracts from their sermons. The people are preoccupied 
with protests. And though a few film stars have doffed their veils in support, some 
Iranians feel betrayed by what they call the moral cowardice of the actors they long 
cherished. “We’ve been your fans for so many years. Why don’t you come and join us in 
the streets?” asks a film buff in Tehran. 

Despite the oppression, a new generation of directors is secretly working on films free of 
regime-backed celebrities and censors. A few animations are already emerging: they 
show women on Iran’s streets without veils. And they are bursting with daylight, 
colour—and hope. ■ 

“No Bears” is showing in British cinemas now 
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