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A Mij Film Co. production. (International sales: BAC Films, Paris.) Produced by Bahman Ghobadi. Executive producer, Abbas Ghazali. Directed, written by Bahman Ghobadi.
Olivier - Olivier Gourmet
Francis - Morgan Marinne
Bahman Ghobadi confirms his place as the poet laureate of Kurdish cinema with "Turtles Can Fly," an engrossing, nuanced pic about orphaned children in a refugee camp on the Iraq-Turkish border just prior to the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq. Even more than in his very fine "A Time for Drunken Horses" and "Marooned in Iraq," Ghobadi in this pic displays a complete command of his art as he shifts between -- and even blends -- wrenching tragedy and amusing comedy. An excellent fest run seems assured, and aud interest in seeing another side of Iraq should spur considerable commercial interest in the West. 
A squad of boys is seen hoisting giant TV antennae above their heads so their makeshift tent village can receive news from the outside world. At once, scene suggests a people's hunger for knowledge, their resourcefulness in the face of dire poverty and an absurdist contrast of high and low tech. 
Type A personality Soran aka "Satellite" (Soran Ebrahim) knows this scheme won't work, and, as a young teen in charge of putting the camp's kids to work defusing land mines, he quickly decides to trade for a satellite dish. This leads to one of several hilarious sequences, where he has to deal with the conservative community elders, who don't want the racy cable channels shown, and is asked to translate Fox News' warmongering reporting into Kurdish. 
Although Satellite at first appears obnoxious and is shown yelling and bossing younger kids around, he gradually becomes more sympathetic, especially in a complicated, testy relationship between him and Henkov (Hirsh Feyssal), who lost his arms in a mine explosion. Henkov, who seems to have a gift for prophecy, takes care of pretty Agrin (Avaz Latif) and little boy Risa, who may or may not be Agrin's child. 
Increasingly, Satellite is drawn to Agrin, sensing he can be helpful to her and obviously attracted to her. Agrin speaks only when it counts, but Latif uses her face as a map to a badly damaged heart. Anguished and suicidal, Agrin tells Henkov that she wants to abandon Risa, fearing tragic consequences if she remains his mom. Where the boys in "Turtles" are often physically deformed (due to mines or Iraqi chemical weapons), Agrin, who was raped by Saddam Hussein's soldiers, is even more victimized internally. 
Even as her tragic story develops, pic retains an astonishingly light-hearted spirit as Ghobadi follows Satellite and his go-getter projects. The two starkly different tones finally meld into one in a phenomenal scene set just after the U.S. invasion (actual Yank soldiers and tanks appear on screen), when a hurt Satellite is offered an arm broken off of a Saddam statue. 
Ghobadi delivers a complicated view of the war: After early enthusiasm Donald Rumsfeld would applaud, the characters shrug off the actual invasion in the face of Agrin's horrific plight. Viewers expecting a rah-rah cheer for President Bush from the top Kurd filmmaker will be caught up short. 
As he showed in "Drunken Horses," Ghobadi can pull amazingly rich perfs out of real non-pro kids, all of them enhanced by his terrific sense of humor. Instead of the vagabonds in "Drunken Horses" and "Marooned," the people in "Turtles" are stuck in one place -- a place that lenser Shariar Assadi makes sure is never prettified. Housein Alizadeh's music reaches chilling dramatic passages, in lock step with Moustafa Khergheposh and Hayedeh Safiyari's fine editing.


'Turtles' tops San Sebastian-
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By DEBORAH YOUNG, JOHN HOPEWELL

Film Critic for Variety Magazine, Rome, Italy.


SAN SEBASTIAN, Spain -- If Mike Leigh thanked the Cannes festival for refusing "Vera Drake" and thus allowing him to win Venice's Golden Lion, both San Sebastian's Golden Shell winner Bahman Ghobadi and Goran Paskaljevic, who took this fest's second prize, can thank Venice for the same reason. 
Ironically, both films, which earned praise from auds and critics alike, were turned down for Venice competition in last summer's game of musical festival chairs. 

These low-budget, politically framed stories raised the profile of the 52nd Donostia-San Sebastian Intl. Film Festival, which closed Sunday to general acclaim as the best event in recent years under director Mikel Olaciregui. 

Ghobadi's "Turtles Can Fly," a tragicomic Iran-Iraq co-production about kids, tanks, mines and satellite TV in a Kurdish mountain village -- his third feature in a lightning career that began when "A Time for Drunken Horses" won the Camera d'Or in Cannes -- was a particular favorite. 

Also popular was "A Midwinter Night's Dream," by Serbian director Paskaljevic, which scooped the Special Jury Prize. Against a somber background of traumatic memories and the rise of ultra-nationalism, the film recounts a war veteran's desperate attempt to live a normal life. 

The social and political slant of many of the fest's selections has given the San Sebastian a recognizable identity, while pics' quality and the event's large but smooth organization has earned it the status of the most important of Europe's second-tier fests, as a bastion of art pics, indies, new directors and Spanish-lingo films. 

Still struggling to find its feet was the Latin Horizons section, where quality was generally poor compared to last year. 

However, buyers and fest programmers concurred that one of the most exciting sections was Films in Progress, a showcase for a select group of Latin American films seeking completion finance. Argentine Tristan Bauer's post-Falklands War drama, "Enlightened by Fire," won the sidebar Signis award, but many others raised interest, such as Edgardo Cozarinsky's reportedly knockout upscale horror drama "Night Watch." 

A jury chaired by Peruvian writer Mario Vargas Llosa awarded the director nod to Chinese actress-helmer Xu JingLei, whose eye-catching second film "Letter From an Unknown Woman" embraces the full-blown romanticism of Stefan Zweig's story, famously filmed by Max Ophuls in 1948. 

From Denmark, Susanne Blier's intense family drama "Brothers" took awards for lead thesps Connie Nielsen and Ulrich Thomsen. 

The two English-language films that won awards were Michael Winterbottom's "Nine Songs" (photography prize to young lenser Marcel Zyskin) and the U.K.-Ireland co-prod "Omagh" (screenplay, for Guy Hibbert and Paul Greengrass). 

A separate jury awarded the Altadis-New Directors Award, which carries a E95,000 ($117,000) cash prize, to Lucile Hadzihalilovic's French boarding-school drama "Innocence." A special mention went to popular and charming Turkish picture about two village boys in love with the movies, "Boats Out of Watermelon Rinds," by director Ahmet Ulucay. 

In industry terms, San Sebastian coincided with the launch of two new Spanish distributors, Zeta's On Films and indie Notro Films, plus pay TV operator Sogecable's announcement of a clutch of mini-package deals with Spanish art-pic distribs. 

Fest saw a handful of sales -- Spanish distrib Alta confirmed it had taken "Turtles," for instance -- as well as a flurry of meet-and-greets and industry discussions and presentations, confirming San Sebastian's position as a sounding board, entry point and export platform for the Spanish film industry.
The good, the sad, the Nolte 
Turtles Can Fly, Iraq's first feature film, is a stunner at festival 
'Stars' are smart, sweet-faced, maimed children 
JUDY STOFFMAN, 
ENTERTAINMENT REPORTER at The Toronto Star, Canada.
11/28/2004


Bahman Ghobadi's film Turtles Can Fly screened twice over the weekend at the Toronto International Film Festival and there was not a dry eye when the lights came up at either showing. 

The film's comical opening scene shows a forest of television antennae being tilted and twisted as Kurdish villagers attempt to improve their TV reception to catch news of the approaching U.S. invasion of Iraq. The village elders, however, worry about pulling in the forbidden channels on which they might accidentally glimpse a bit of female décolletage.But soon the tale darkens as we encounter four Iraqi-Kurdish orphans, whose intersecting fates form the plot of Turtles Can Fly — a 13-year-old nicknamed Satellite, a fixer and wheeler dealer who leads a pack of abandoned children; an armless adolescent boy from another village; his mysterious and tormented sister; and a blind toddler who appears at first to be their little brother. 

They are children betrayed by the adults who should have protected them, smart, sweet-faced children trying to raise one another in a harsh land along the Turkish border littered with landmines. Satellite falls in love with the sister and he performs a stunning act of bravery for her sake but she is too damaged to return his feelings. 

Turtles Can Fly, which had its world premiere in Toronto, is not only the first film to come out of post-war Iraq — shooting began a month after the fall of Saddam — it is the first modern Iraqi feature film ever made. 

"They had a shallow film industry under Saddam that made films that resembled the films of 100 years ago," Ghobadi explained through a Farsi interpreter over lunch in Toronto, in the first interview he has given about the film. "I've never heard of an Iraqi movie; no one went to see them." 

There being no infrastructure, no editing studios or labs to develop film in Iraq, the film was co-produced with Iran and has an excellent chance of being Iran's official Oscar submission in the foreign-language category. 

Ghobadi, who is Kurdish Iranian (his previous movie was A Time For Drunken Horses), calls Turtles Can Fly "90 per cent Iraqi, 10 per cent Iranian. 

"In the midst of the war, when everyone was taking weapons into the country, I wanted to go in with a small crew and a different vision, to make a movie about the future of the country. At first I thought I would make a movie about adults, but when I saw the children, they forced me to tell their story. We travelled around with 30 bodyguards and every minute we feared we'd encounter a bomb." 

For four months, Ghobadi travelled from village to village in the northern part of the country looking for his cast, observing hundreds of maimed and orphaned children and hearing their heart-rending stories. 

"I saw plenty of blind toddlers, but I was looking for one who was very gentle and sweet-faced. I finally found him in Kirkuk," he says of his youngest star, who is only 3 years old. At the dark centre of the film is the story of this character's conception — the result of a rape by Saddam's soldiers. 

How does he get such note-perfect performances from untrained children? "I don't ask them to act in the usual sense, to pretend to be someone else. I ask them to play themselves. About half of the story is imagined by me and the other half comes from the children's own experiences." Besides being writer and director, Ghobadi was also the producer and production designer. 

The children were each paid $5,000 U.S. for about two months' work, which has made an enormous difference in their lives. The blind toddler has had an operation and can now see. 

Redemption
By: Saeed Ghotbi Zadeh
Monthly Film Magazine, No 322

10/19/2004


Right from the beginning in the sequence of Agrin's suicide before the credits, once can tell that "Turtles Can Fly" is an event in the lightening carrier of Bahman Ghobadi. 

The choice of different angles for the culmination of the movie is the promise of rising a true filmmaker; interestingly the events of the movie end up at the same place we see at the beginning. 

This shocking sequence is a reminder of the opening in Breson's "The adorable woman" (Hopefully I haven't rushed into my judgment), both shocks and predicts the fate of the main character of the film. The first glimpse at the relationship between Agrin and Satellite makes the audience expect the girl's suicide in this teenage love affair and truly so, only this love is born, grows and ends right in the backdrop of the US invasion, fall of Saddam, and the Kurdistan today. 

Ghobadi tells his favorite story mixed with documented events, considering every detail, resulting in the unified tone of the movie. Instead of that intellectual commitment we saw in "A time for drunken horses", the presence of the teacher in "A time…" and the opportunist doctor in "Marooned in Iraq" (in the road sequence) is a brilliant idea to end this trilogy. 

The influence of the "Time of the Gypsies" (Amir Kostorica, 1988), Ghobadi's favorite movie is seen throughout "Turtles Can FLY". Character treatment and even the appearance of satellite with the ugly pair of glasses remind us of the hero in that movie.

The prediction power of Hengau is exactly on the same length as Parhans telekinetic ability in Kastorica's and Sattelite mourning after Agrin's death is extremely close to the unforgettable death of Azra.

The duality of telling and documenting in "Turtles Can Fly" have an intelligent image equivalent as well; Hengau's prediction of the war and the public announcement of Satellite, turns the quiet like of the village upside down and the long shot of the people rushing towards the hillside is much stronger than a hand-held shot. 

In the chaos of this public fear and the audience knowing that something is about to happen, Satellite's line to Hangau: "if you had made any mistake in your prediction, I'd be discredited forever in my village", is a clever way to distance the audience from becoming emotional as if this awesome invasion is just a game for the kids and Satellite to pose as a hero for Agrin, mobilizing a whole village. 

Along side this rhythmic tale and the struggle of its funny character, there are shocking sequences that are warning us of the tragic side of the tale. 

The suicide of Agrin aside, there is a baby named Riga that in a nightmarish flash back, is the result of a group rape of Agrin by Iraqi soldiers. A baby that throughout the movie we witness Agrin's attempt for getting rid of him. 

There are sequences that even after twice watching them are still with me. It feels like they have a different effect all together. The first is related to warlike empty cartridges and the second is the devil pond that pulls every one in.

The value and the effect of these two are like a masoquist scratching his or her old scabs on a sweet wound yet painful. We see a truck that is unloading empty cartridges By the kids. Then a close up of Agrin who's gazing far away, while her child is looking for his father amongst the rubble of half-broken tanks, then again the unload, only this time we see the fallen cartridge shells.

Expecting Agrin to show a motherly worry is a waste, for she hasn't ever noticed her child disappeared and even so, this would have been her dream come true. 

The ambiance of these scenes and the acting of its non-pro kids as well as the amazing effects will stay with you for a long time. 

In the pond scene Satellite talks of the bad omen of the pond that three kids have drowned in it looking for red fish and that their bodies have never been discovered. Satellite continues that when he had swam deep in there; he hadn't seen any red fishes. In another sequence, Satellite friend brings him couple of red fishes and says that he has got them from Americans which makes Satellite cry. 

At the end the main character in red fishes can be a symbolic image of sacrificed children in the war or sarcasm of an unreachable reality; How ever, getting the pleasure of this intact idea and those scenes are no less than defining them far and wide.

TURTLES CAN FLY 

REVIEWS BY: JASON ANDERSON, for the Eye weekly on the 9.12.04
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Dir Bahman Ghobadi w/ Soran Ebrahim. 95 min. Sep 10, 9:45pm, Varsity; Sep 12, 9:30am, Isabel Bader. 

In a scene in this marvelous film by Bahman Ghobadi (A Time for Drunken Horses), a US helicopter rains leaflets down on a crowd of Kurdish refugees. The propaganda states the Americans "are here to take away your sorrows!" Yet Turtles Can Fly illustrates how the sorrows caused by war and deprivation are not so easily relieved. Set near the Iraqi-Turkish border on the eve of last year's US invasion, Turtles Can Fly portrays a group of refugee children who react to their circumstances with everything from horror to unfettered joy. Their ingenious leader is the 13-year-old Kak Satellite (so named for his aptitude at installing dishes) but even he cannot escape tragedy. JA 
By Duane Byrge, film critic at www.rottentomatoes.com 

11/25/2004

CHICAGO (Hollywood Reporter) - Maimed children defuse land mines to stay alive, peddling them to a middleman who, in turn, profits by selling them to the U.N. 
Such is the horrible, surreal struggle for survival in a Kurdish refugee camp just before the U.S. invasion of Iraq. Bahman Ghobadi's harrowing depiction of a tiny tribe of people desecrated by Saddam Hussein's marauding rapists and anticipating the invasion of U.S. soldiers is no mere political tract or narrative position paper. 
The winner of a Silver Hugo at the Chicago International Film Festival, "Turtles Can Fly," like Ghobadi's films "A Time for Drunken Horses" and "Marooned in Iraq," is heart-wrenching as well as spirit-lifting. It could attract eager viewers in select big-city and collegiate venues by mere dint of its subject matter and its affirmation of mankind's capacity to survive cruelty beyond anyone's frame of reference. 
Resembling a post-Armageddon hellhole, the refugee camp clings to a barren rock-scape. Tents are pitched amid craters, burned-out tanks and ammo casings. Even weirder, there are patches of high-tech equipment amid the squalor, the key one being the satellite dish a 13-year-old boy nicknamed Satellite (Soran Ebrahim) has garnered on the black market. By viewing U.S. cable news, the camp will learn what is going to happen to them, the young boy figures. 
His procurement of "the answer" to their fate elevates him to a position of power within the camp: He is a vital role model in a leadership void where Stone Age elders don't even know what the United States is or what has happened in their own country. 
Bolstered by Satellite's courage, the children of the camp eke out a living disarming land mines. Many of these children, like Satellite, have no family at all: Relatives were slaughtered by Saddam Hussein or, in the case of a young girl whom Satellite idealizes, their emotional lives crippled by the ravages of the Republican Army. 
While shot with minimal equipment, Ghobadi's visuals are thunderous: Undetonated land mines, damaged artillery, wind-worn tents and earthen tools seem like they've been unearthed from different ages of terrorism. That the camp is of the Earth is the most frightening part of this ongoing story. 
Through Satellite's childlike belief that news from the heavens will save and lead them, the camp's children rally and endure to live one more day. His crazy cable contraption has given them the hope that something magical may happen -- turtles can fly, or, even more fantastic, they will one day live in safety. 
 

