
 

 
 

 
 
 

Dir/scr: Jafar Panahi. Iran. 2022. 107mins 

Iranian auteur Jafar Panahi has become a master of making films against the odd
s since 2011, when his government banned him from directing for 20 years. The 
result has been a series of brilliantly inventive statements which have boldly 



capitalised on the very restrictions they struggle against – among them, This is 
Not a Film, Closed Curtain and 2015 Berlin Golden Bear winner Taxi Tehran. 
Now Panahi has been sentenced to six years imprisonment, partly for 
protesting against the arrest of fellow film-makers, which means that his new 
film No Bearsmay be the last we hear from him for a while. Don’t count on it, 
though – this Venice competition entry, which heads immediately to Toronto and 
New York, stands as Panahi’s latest testimony – and a very overt one – to the way 
that artistry and protest will find a voice, regardless. A complex work of novelistic 
density, this is among the boldest and most accomplished statements from one 
of the world’s exemplary filmmakers, and one which will appeal at least as widely 
as his previous works to global arthouse audiences. 

 
 

The films of what you might call Panahi’s dissident era - the last decade - have 
tended to be acutely self-reflexive, but here, Panahi chips away further at the 
fourth wall. The film begins with a fabulously artful long take, showing a street 
scene in an Turkish town, where a café waitress named Zara (Mina Kavani) meets 
up with her husband Bakhtiar (Bakhtiar Panjeei). He has brought her a stolen 
passport which will allow her to reach Paris, where Bakhtiar plans to join her; the 
couple are Iranians who have been trying for a long time to leave the country 
permanently. 

Just when we’re beginning to get involved with their story, someone shouts 
“Cut!”, and a crafty transition shows the scene being watched on a laptop by 
none other than Jafar Panahi, playing himself. He’s directing a film remotely – a 
docu-fiction based on the couple’s actual experiences – and in order to be closer 
to the shoot, has chosen to stay in a small Iranian village near the Turkish 
border, rather than in Tehran with a better internet connection. 

Once bad reception cuts him off, he talks to Ghanbar (Vahid Mobaseri), an 
affable villager who is renting his spartan quarters to Panahi, casually takes a few 
photos, and gives Ghanbar his camera to film a local engagement ceremony. As 
the film zigzags between Panahi’s village experience and the film-within-a-film, 
assistant director Reza (Reza Heydari), visits and drives Panahi to the border, 
which he suggests he might want to cross with the help of smugglers – for a few 
hours, or perhaps considerably longer. 

Meanwhile, Panahi’s casual photographs have got him and others into trouble. A 
picture he has supposedly taken shows a young woman with a suitor, but not the 
fiancé to whom she was promised at birth. The village chief (Naser Hashemi) – 
ostensibly jovial, but then increasingly authoritarian - insists that Panahi produce 



the photo as evidence. He denies there was ever such a picture and the villagers, 
including a now compromised Ghanbar, insist that Panahi take an oath on it in 
the local traditional ‘swearing room’ (a place said to be surrounded by bears, 
although that’s just to deter interlopers, hence the film’s title) 

Meanwhile, the actors in his film turn to camera to accuse Panahi of being 
irresponsible with their real-life story. As both strands heads towards drastic 
parallel outcomes, Panahi faces the consequences of capturing images, still or 
moving, however honourable or innocent the intention. 

The film somewhat resembles The Wind Will Carry Us, by the late Abbas 
Kiarostami, Panahi’s one-time associate, in its depiction of a city dweller out 
of his depth in a traditional rural community – and No Bears seems to play sly 
homage to that film’s running gag about the difficulties of getting internet 
reception in the countryside. This is also a story of urbanites’ expectations 
coming into conflict with the power of tradition, which characters are endlessly 
invoking here; although those traditions may be obscure, arbitrary and 
oppressive. 

A theme throughout – at first comic, though it takes on grimmer resonance – is 
the villagers’ suspicion of an outsider who might be a troublemaker or spy. In a 
turn of events with unmistakable political resonance, we learn that a member of 
Iran’s Revolutionary Guard has been leaning on Ghanbar over Panahi’s activities. 
In the end, the village comes to resemble a microcosm of an Iran in which 
everyone risks being either leaned on by draconian authority, or co-opted into 
complicity with it. 

The film juggles its layers of story and image very adroitly, with occasional 
touches of roughness in the digital image only adding to the immediacy. The cast 
mixes the lively casualness of the village population with a more manifestly 
thespian intensity, notably when Zara turns to the camera to angrily recount the 
ordeal she has endured in ten years of trying to flee abroad. As in previous ‘auto-
fictions’ such as Taxi Tehran, Panahi himself is a likeable, self-mocking presence, 
who presents himself as a somewhat bossy figure who thinks he’s everyone’s 
best friend but doesn’t realise the problematic ripples his presence creates. He 
may not be directly responsible for the trouble his cameras seem to generate, 
but the very act of capturing images, it seems, carries a moral weight that a 
filmmaker must be prepared to carry. 

The film ends, after an extended shot, with the image of Panahi in his car staring 
ahead, apparently contemplating his present situation, and his future. 



Given his current predicament, that ending couldn’t be more resonant – and No 
Bearscouldn’t be more powerful as a statement of ethical seriousness, tenacity 
and defiance towards the bears, real or imaginary, of fear. 
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The currently incarcerated Iranian director delivers, among the typically 
clever, origami-like folds of his Venice-competing meta-movie, an 

atypically disillusioned investigation into his own filmmaking ethic. 

When the definitive book on dissident filmmaking is written, it will have at 
least several chapters and a lengthy appendix dedicated to Iran’s Jafar 
Panahi, who has now covertly made five astonishingly resourceful 
features since being banned from filmmaking by the Iranian authorities in 
2010. But given those circumstances, perhaps the biggest ongoing 
surprise of his career has been just how lively his illegally shot films have 
been — even while, as metafictions, they refer continually to the 
hampered circumstances of their creation. 

 

“No Bears,” which premieres in competition in Venice, certainly starts in 
that register, with a rugpull or two and handful of seriocomic, absurdist 
observations on the foibles of Iranian village life. But then, as though it 
were anticipating the worsening political situation which culminated in 
Panahi’s detention in July 2022 for a six-year prison sentence, the mood 
darkens, prior to an ambiguous but devastating finale which seems to 
even include the director’s own tendency toward playfulness in its 
critique. If Panahi’s dissident films have to date been journeys of 
discovery about the subversively liberating, life-affirming power of 
cinema, “No Bears” is where he slams on the brakes.  

Zara (Mina Kavani) is a waitress in a cafe on a bustling, raggedy street. 
Sneaking out from work, she meets Bakhtiar (Bakhtiar Panjei) who has 
good news: After years of waiting he has acquired a stolen passport for 
her, on which she will be able to travel to Europe. He has not been so 
lucky on his own account, but insists Zara goes on ahead, and he will 
join her. Zara, confused and upset, refuses to leave without him, but 
already now, those attuned to the scrupulous naturalism of Panahi’s 
filmmaking will know something’s up. There’s an edge of staginess and 
artificiality in the way the buskers strum their instruments and the way a 
passing delivery man whistles cheerfully as he ferries a pallet of baked 

goods on his head.  

 

Sure enough, a voice yells, “Cut!” This is not the film the director of “This 
is Not a Film” is making. Instead, it’s the project-within that Panahi, 
playing a version of himself as usual, is overseeing remotely. The shoot 

https://variety.com/t/jafar-panahi/
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https://variety.com/t/no-bears/


is taking place just across the border in Turkey, while Panahi, banned 
from leaving the country, delivers direction to his AD Reza (Reza 
Heydari) down an unreliable interet line from the tiny, tradition-laden 
Iranian village of Jabbar (pop. 165). Cue a lot of scrambling about 
waving his pocket WiFi in the air trying to reestablish a connection, 
before his affable, ingratiating host Ghanbar (Vahid Mobaseri) comes to 

help his “dear sir” out with a ladder to a promising rooftop.  

Ghanbar insists, however on climbing up there himself. The neighbors, 
while outwardly the very model of legendary Iranian hospitality, are 
secretly a little suspicious of visitors to their little border town and, 
explains Ghanbar apologetically, they might think Panahi is spying on 
them. And indeed they do: Panahi listens back to an accidental hot-mic 
recording Ghanbar made while filming a local wedding ritual and hears 
the villagers speculating wildly about what he’s up to. Eavesdroppers 
hear no good of themselves, but Panahi, preoccupied with his movie, is 
more gently amused than worried. While he waits for updates, he 
wanders the village, snapping photographs of local kids and learning 
about some of the seemingly quaint but actually chokingly patriarchal 
local customs from Ghanbar’s mother (Narjes Delaram) while she cooks 
him platters of food in a sunken clay oven.  

But two incidents change the mood. First, Reza takes Panahi on an illicit 
visit through smuggler territory to a hilltop overlooking their shooting 
location, and when Reza mentions that they’re actually standing on the 
invisible border, Panahi stumbles back as though the ground were 
suddenly lava. And second, on their way home in the dark, a distressed 
young woman, Gozal (Darya Alei), looms up out of the night. She begs 
for Panahi’s help in suppressing a photograph she believes he’s taken of 
her and Solduz (Amir Davari), the young man she loves despite being 
betrothed to surly local hothead Jacob (Javad Siyahi). If he shows the 

picture to anyone, she insists, “There will be blood.” 

Panahi maintains he never took such a photo, but the entire village, 
including its sheriff ( Naser Hashemi) soon becomes involved in the 
widening scandal, while on set, too, things begin to fall apart. The movie 
he’s shooting is supposedly based on the real circumstances of Zara and 
Bakhtiar’s bid for escape, but when they’re filming the final scene, which 
has been manipulated in order to bring about the desired hopeful 
denouement, Zara breaks down. “We’re in this mess so you can create 
your happy ending,” she says, pulling the wig from her hair and 
addressing the camera, Panahi, and us directly. “But this is all fake.” 

 



Her ultimate fate suggests Panahi agrees with her disillusionment, and 
with the escalating tensions in the village also illustrating the inherent 
peril of filmmaking — a kind of Observer Effect whereby simply the 
presence of a camera fundamentally alters the reality its meant to record 
— it’s hard not to read her accusations as Panahi accusing himself. 
When, inadvertently or deliberately, and often with the best of intentions, 
we fudge the difficult, untidy truths of life in order to satisfy our own 
storytelling desires, what is the cost to the people whose stories are 

misrepresented? 

Reteaming with DP Amin Jafari — who shot his last film, “3 Faces,” as 
well as his son Panah Panahi’s fantastic debut “Hit the Road” — Panahi 
again manages to deliver moments of rich visual interest within a 
necessarily off-the-cuff aesthetic. That his own onscreen presence is as 
wryly avuncular as ever lends increased weight to the frustration and 
self-directed anger that flashes from him as the separate but echoing 
strands of the film both move inexorably toward tragedy. There are no 
bears in “No Bears,” where the ursine threat, a little like a national border 
or an archaic tradition, is a fiction designed to keep inhabitants from 
straying too far from the village alone. And it doesn’t matter if such 
dangers and demarcations physically exist. If the fear and anxiety they 
engender is real, they can be just as lethal. 

 



 
 

 

 

 



 
 

Jafar Panahi has spent much time in and out of prison or under house arrest in Iran since 

2010 on inflated charges including collusion, propaganda and threatening national security, 

slapped with a 20-year ban on filmmaking and all non-medical or religious international 

travel. Over those last 12 years, the elder-statesman auteur has never renounced his right to 

artistic expression, continuing to make docu-fiction hybrid films with crafty resourcefulness 

and oblique political and social commentary. 

 

In July, Panahi was again arrested, this time slated to serve an earlier six-year prison sentence 

that was never enforced, as part of a broader crackdown on independent Iranian cinema. This 

has sparked outraged condemnation from across the global film community. That incendiary 

situation inevitably gives his latest work, No Bears (Khers Nist), heightened impact. 

 

But this artful telling of parallel narratives that intersect with Panahi facing the cost to himself 

and others of making films under an oppressive regime — completed before the director’s 

latest legal troubles — would be a forceful statement even without the limits imposed on his 

freedom. 

 

 

Deceptively simple at first, and then accumulating increasingly complex layers by almost 

imperceptible degrees, No Bearsdeals with borders both physical and spiritual, with the 

divide between tradition and modernity, and the world of difference between Tehran and 

Iran’s rural backwaters. A character says at one point that it’s OK to lie if it’s in the service of 

peacekeeping; in the same way, the fear of wild animals in the title is revealed to be an 

unfounded superstition, designed to keep people in their place. But the film asks what do 

those restrictions really achieve and why do we give them such power. 

 

The opening scene takes place in the commercial district of a Turkish town, where a couple, 

Zara (Mina Kavani) and Bakhtiar (Bakhtiar Penjei), have been attempting to secure false 

passports to flee to France. They argue when Bakhtiar insists that Zara go on ahead without 

him while he waits for documents, just as the assistant director, Reza (Reza Heydari), calls 

“Cut.” 

 

Across the border in a remote Iranian village, Panahi watches the footage on his laptop, 

scrambling around in a comical attempt to find a stable internet connection. His eager-to- 

please host, Ghanbar (Vahid Mobaseri), makes bumbling efforts to help, but then when he 

tells Panahi that he’s off to the engagement ceremony of a young couple, the filmmaker hands 

him a camera and asks him to shoot as much footage as he can. 

 

That joyous ceremony is a traditional “feet washing,” in which the villagers gather at the 

river, where the bride-to-be’s feet are bathed by the women and the groom’s by the men. It’s 

intended to give a symbolically pure start to their life together. But gradually, word emerges 

that a dispute has arisen. The woman had been promised in marriage to a different man, who 

does not take kindly to rejection. 

 

While Panahi tries to keep a low profile to avoid being identified and reported to the 

https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/t/jafar-panahi/


authorities, he’s drawn into village politics as the elders descend to request a photograph he 

supposedly took of the young couple under a walnut tree. The director is then summoned to 

the office of the sheriff (Naser Hashemi). He claims the picture doesn’t exist, but even local 

kids say they saw him take it. 

 

As that situation escalates, building friction around him where once there was a welcoming 

curiosity, Reza shows Panahi at night how easy it is to zip back and forth across the border 

along a smuggler’s route. That black-market traffic is the only commerce available to the 

village since the drought killed off farming. 

 

Panahi jumps back as if on a rumbling fault line when he learns that the patch of dirt on 

which he’s standing is the invisible frontier separating the two countries. 

 

Thoughts sparked by that realization are echoed in the story being played out before cameras 

in Turkey, with hesitancy prompted by questions about how much money is needed to 

survive in Europe, among other concerns. Late in the action, Zara explodes in a stunning 

direct-to- camera rant about the frustration of spending ten years trying to get out of the 

country but being stuck there, forced to betray herself and others. 

 

 

That blurring of lines between scripted project and documentary is not new to Panahi, but it 

builds here with expert modulation to a shocking conclusion. On the other side of the border, 

everything started without a care as Panahi handed his host a camera and the latter goofed 

around saying, “I’m a professional filmmaker!” There are also lovely exchanges between 

Panahi and Ghanbar’s elderly mother (Narjes Delarem), who cooks for him and plies him 

with traditional herbal remedies. But the implications for everyone involved become more 

freighted as the clash between the two would-be grooms intensifies. 
 

Panahi’s stoical presence at the center of all this is rattled, forcing him to contemplate the 

repercussions of his work both to himself and to even his most guileless collaborators. The 

stunning final image resonates with the unspoken cry of an artist exiled in his own homeland, 

saying, “Enough.” Whether that means escaping the forces that would control him or seizing 

his creative liberty in more insurgent ways is the question that lingers. The one remaining 

certainty is that Panahi is among the world’s great filmmakers refusing to be silenced by 

authoritarian rule. 



 

 

 
 

 
 



 

 

 
 

Every film Jafar Panahi makes is an act of resistance. Currently in jail, 
the Iranian director has spent the past 12 years in 
and out of house arrest, banned from traveling or making films outside Ir
an and faced with numerous obstacles making films at home. That hasn’t 
stopped him. 

https://deadline.com/tag/jafar-panahi/


In No Bears, he goes to a village close to the porous border with 
Azerbaijan to tell a story involving a couple who are trying to get out to 
Paris with stolen passports, a film crew following them, a second young 
couple trying to escape a forced marriage and a village full of gossips and 
muckrakers. These villagers miss nothing, including the fact that Panahi, 
the visitor from Tehran, spends all day on his computer and only leaves 
his rented room after dark. 

 

Panahi is, of course, directing the aforementioned film crew via Zoom, at 
least when he can get a signal. He has to be careful. As the title tells us, 
there are no bears in the Azeri mountains; there is a rumor of them, but 
that is fostered by officialdom to discourage border crossings. There are, 
however, plenty of jackals in human form: smugglers of goods and 
people, profiteers and police looking to make a killing of one sort or 
another. As the village sheriff tells Panahi, there isn’t much money in 
farming anymore; folks have to find other ways to make ends meet. And 
that while they want him to feel welcome, given that they could use more 
visitors, the fact that his fancy car was seen on the dirt road they use for 
business makes everyone nervous. 

Panahi has had a lifetime of scooting up back roads, figuratively 
speaking, to make the work that drives him. In 2010 he was sentenced to 
six years in jail for making films without a permit, a sentence that was 
shortened and then commuted under international pressure. The regime 
restricted him in other ways supposed to make it impossible for him to 
get a film made. This Is Not a Film (2011) was made while he was 
under house arrest, then smuggled out of the country. No Bearsand his 
previous film 3 Faces (2018) were shot in remote villages, where police 
interest is presumably not what it would be in his home city of Teheran. 

 

His body of work is not merely a testimony to his persistence, however, 
but to his ingenuity and good spirits. He is expert in making the most of 
scant materials, having mastered shooting a small, unprepossessing flat 
from so many interesting angles that it seems to contain worlds. His 
circumstances mean that Panahi himself is a genial central presence in 
the films he makes, while the fact that he is making a film against the 
odds becomes a plot element. 

In No Bears, he is an observer, filming and photographing the village and 
its inhabitants from his rented terrace, so that we see it through his eyes. 

https://deadline.com/tag/no-bears/
https://deadline.com/2018/10/jafar-panahi-statement-iran-filmmaking-ban-3-face-new-york-film-festival-1202479208/


Another camera is filming him, of course, of which we are intermittently 
reminded. These visible workings foreground questions about cinema 
itself that usually get swept to one side, gentle provocations about ethics, 
truth and lies that could be asked of any film. 

Panahi’s camera is a provocation in itself as far as the villagers are 
concerned, a harbinger of some as-yet unspecified trouble. When he is 
suspected of having snapped a picture of a couple sitting under a nearby 
tree – a couple not supposed to be seen together, as the young woman 
was promised to somebody else at the moment her umbilical cord was 
cut – all sides are after that photograph, a new piece of evidence in a 
quarrel that has gone on for decades. 

“In the city, you have problems with authority,” says the town sheriff. 
“Here we have superstition.” When he arrived in town, Panahi was 
delighted by the quirky customs that endure in this far-flung community. 
It is a sentiment that soon sours, especially once he is summoned to a 
kangaroo court of old men – another tradition – to swear this 
photograph is not in his possession. 

He isn’t moved to anger, however. When Panahi is moved, at least 
onscreen, it is to bemusement. It would be understandable enough, after 
having been so often harassed and periodically incarcerated by an 
oppressive regime for the great crime of making films, if he 
were making angry tracts that his sympathizers at festivals would then 
watch out of a sense of duty. But Jafar Panahi is a humanist, fascinated 
and forgiving of the world. He has, moreover, the instincts of an 
entertainer. The string of films he has made in the 12 years since he had 
his hands tied are sharply perceptive, but funny with it. Which doesn’t 
mean that we should not be angry on his behalf. He’s in jail. That really is 
a crime. 

 


