BULBUL INTERVIEW

Amir Honarmand about SILKWORM

“This phone had to be an expensive one”

Amin, a 12-year-old poor Iranian
boy, receives a used iPhone from his
brother to study online during the
pandemic. The phone turns out to be
stolen, and moreover contains some
confronting information. That's why
its rightful owner would do anything
to get it back. The short film by Amir
Honarmand, a young Iranian filmmak-
er living and working in Canada, man-
ages to fit neatly into the Iranian nar-
rative tradition, while also deviating
from it.

Honestly... | have no idea why your
film is named SILKWORM.

Amir Honarmand: It's all about grow-
ing up - the transitioning from child-
hood to adulthood - which is under-
lined by some imagery in the Ffilm,
like Amin hiding in a blanket like in a
cocoon or riding his bicycle with wide-
open arms, as if he's flying... From
his cocoon, brooding about the right
decision to make, he's flying out to
actually implement that decision. Silk-
worm is my code word for growing up
and the process of maturation.

| was especially intrigued by that
scene under the blanket, in which
you create an intimacy between us
and the protagonist, and between
Amin and the woman on the phone.
Honarmand: The credit for that goes
to my DoP, Mohsen Hosseini. He actu-
ally got under the blanket with Amin
(Mohammadi, who plays Amin) and
tried out different angles. The front
angle worked best, showing Amin’s
expressive eyes. It was as simple as
that. Mohsen used a Sony-FX9 cam-
era, which is super sensitive to light,
so just the phone light was enough to
get the effect we wanted.

And what is it that you wanted?
Honarmand: That moment of intima-
cy when you can read his eyes. You
can feel the rush of hormones as
he's trying to figure out what to do.
The woman on the phone needs help,
and as a kid, he thinks he should step
up and fill those shoes. Even though
he doesn’t fully understand the situ-
ation, he knows he has to do some-
thing.

A phone is more than just a tool, for
many it is also a status symbol.
Honarmand: This phone had to be an
expensive one. Given Iran’s current
economic situation, an iPhone 13 is a
big deal, especially for people in rural
areas. In recent years, phones have
drastically changed the concept of
status as well as privacy.

It's indeed not just about stealing;
it's the boy getting into his privacy
that makes Mr. Karimi not exactly
pleased.

Honarmand: Mr. Karimi—who is proba-
bly cheating on his wife — feels like his
personal life is completely violated;
he is embarrassed now that someone
teaches him a lesson, which is utterly
upsetting and aggravating for a guy
like him. The phone helps us paint a
picture of Mr. Karimi's morals and re-
veals what kind of person he really is.

“You're not old enough to hold up
your own pants,” Sajjad, the older
brother snarls, taking it for granted
that morality comes with age, while
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Amin is still a kid.

Honarmand: In this community, hier-
archy is very important. You always
listen to your mom or to your elders,
no matter what; if they tell you to
do something, you do it. Becoming
a rebellious kid is hard in that socie-
ty—it takes guts and bravery to speak
up against your older brother. Sajjad
feels offended and insecure when he
loses his grip on the situation and his
power over a kid. The same goes for
Mr. Karimi; losing control and being
challenged by someone younger is
deeply unsettling for him.

The Ffilm’s narrative one way or an-
other is connected to the pandemic
times.

Honarmand: Even before the pandem-
ic, | started writing a story about a
brother stealing a phone, but it didn't
quite make sense - making him a com-
mon thief didn't really work. When
the pandemic happened, it brought
the missing piece to the puzzle, be-
cause now Amin badly needs that
phone to study. The pandemic made
the story fit together, though it might
somehow influence the movie's age-
ing process.

You shot the film in Iran, while
you're living as an expat in Canada.
Honarmand: | moved to Canada as a

permanent resident, and I've studied
and worked there for 19 years, but in
recent years I've been going back to
Iran more often to spend time with
my parents now that they're getting
older. | started working on projects
there. Being very familiar with Irani-
an culture, it's even easier for me to
write about that society.

Did the Iranian landscape have a
specific impact on the story?

Honarmand: | chose a location in
Northern Iran known for its stunning
scenery. Traditionally, Iranian cinema
often portrays poverty by showing

bleak and depressing areas. Ifyou'd go
and put your camera in some parts of
Southern Tehran, it looks devastating.
But by setting the film in this beauti-
ful region, | wanted to challenge that
cliché and provide the audience with
a sense of hope. The landscape — with
its olive trees, farming, and greenery
— shows that there is progress and
hope in these communities.

Did shooting in that region come
with special consequences?

Honarmand: We just followed the
general rules and obtained all per-
mits, even when locals told us it

wasn't necessary, still | wasn't going
to take the risk. If authorities show
up to confiscate our equipment, in-
cluding an expensive camera, we'd
be screwed. | picked up permissions
from the police, the ministries and
the two different provinces, as we
were shooting on the border. Nobody
ever asked to see these permits, but
we wanted to play it safe.

The film waves us out with a shock-
ing closing sentence.

Honarmand: That's my voice coming
through the speakerphone. It was
at the end of the day, and everyone
already left, when | realised: we still
need to record that voice. | was like...
okay, I'll do that. So yes, in the end I'm
the asshole!

Gert Hermans
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