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For The Sake of Calmness

Newsha Tavakolian's new film

Newsha Tavakolian




Necwsha Tavakolian's new project — an unnerving, coded, intensc, and at times almost
spectral film - is sound-tracked with the photographer’s monologue, overwhelmingly
personal but informed by some of the 100-plus women she interviewed over the nearly four
years it took to complete the work. ‘For The Sake of Calmness’ went on show at Tehran's
Argo Factory on October 4, and was at first presented absent of an artist statement or any
explicit explanation. “Many people were confused, and at first | wanted them to be. 1
believe that the audience also needs to put something in, it is not the responsibility of the
artist to put everything there on the table;” Tavakolian explains. “I wanted them to connect
the dots in this very coded work. But, after two weeks [ took to my Instagram to clearly

state what the film’s topic is...

See a short cxcerpt from ‘For the Sake of Calmness’ befow.

alll .

That topic is premenstrual syndrome (PMS) and the more severe syndrome, premenstrual
dysphoric disorder (PMDD). Until four years ago the photographer had little to no idea
about the causes and workings of PMS. All she did know was that since the age of twelve
something had been changing her. “Once a month, for one week, [ couldn't function like [
usually did. I couldn't work, I didn’t want to sce anyone. As cach year passed the syndrome
affected me more and more in my routines and daily life. At first I thought it was
depression, but it scemed odd to me that depression would come to me only at certain,

rcgu]ar times.



Mewsha Tavakolian | still from '"For The Sake of Calmness'

Tavakolian started researching and began a years-long dialogue with a neurologist - so that
she could understand “what was happening in her brain’, during those weeks when she felt
so different. Over time she learned that she was in the bracket of PMS suffers who feel the
syndromes cffects most intensely, to a degree that can lead some to feel suicidal. The
photographer describes the syndrome’s effects as being “like a dark cloud settling over my

head for a week at a time.”

“While the nature u:-f-m}' work is that while it often starts ourt in the prrmna] realm, [ always
want to connect it to the world we arc living in. As I got to understand the f-r:::l:'ng of PMS
more, | also found it to be a metaphor for the complex times we live in globally. I found
that mother carth is on PMS. Being based in Iran, I found char this COUNLIY too, with all its
issucs is suffering from PMS.” The film, with its lingering land and cityscapes, applies the
rumult of emotions in the narration to p]acc ~aswell asto ptnp]c - thnugh Tavakolian is
quick to stress that it is not a film about Iran, 1 live in Iran, so of course | see this PMS here,
but to me the whole world is in a phase of PMS. When you get your period its like
injecting morphine, L*\r'tr}'thing becomes quict, anxicty is alleviated, and you sce the good

and beauriful th:’ngﬁ around yOLL. [ think the whole world is hnping for that to come.”



For the project Tavakolian wanted to establish a relationship between landscape, history,
imagination and reality. The result is a work with broad interpretations, which the
photographer acknowledges: "Some viewers might relate to the sense of confinement, for
me the work started with this dark and gloomy shadow that is cast over me cach month,

burt it ends with mv f-:cling that we arc aﬁﬁuffcring from this, in these times.”

Mewsha Tavakolian | 5till from 'For The Sake of Calmness'
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‘Atter doing many interviews, and much reading, |
came to feel that actually, on those days it is more
that you see reality in tull, not that you are

separated from it... With PMS and PMDD one is

ettectively too engaged with the world.”



Mewsha Tavakolian |

Still from 'For The Szke of Caimness'

While the physical and psychological effects of PMS are themselves a key influence in
spurring the making of the film, for Tavakolian it was a more ephemeral issue that she
wanted the work to deal with, “The real question that interested me was this: on those days
arc you yoursclf, or noryourself?” The question is central to the film and is at the core of
much of the monologue that conveys feelings of both being un-anchored to the real world

ver also scaringly affecred b}-‘ it.

“After doing many interviews, and much reading, I came to feel that actually, on those days
it is more that you see reality in full not that you are separated from it. You are seeing the
world around you without any of the filters we usually apply. With severe forms of PMS
onc is effectively too engagedwith the world.” Tavakolian goes on to liken these weeks of
unfiltered connection to the world to the possession of a “sixth sense.” And herein lies the
dichotomy, “Women become more creative, more powerful, and stronger. But that is of
course in conflict with the way in which many feel the need to close the door on the world

over those dﬂ:_-"fi. Ultimatc]}’ it 1.151.1:1“}' it leads to isolation.”

Tavakolian had to overcome that natural desire to step back from the world in these weeks
in order to harness those moments of heightened sensitivity and creativity. “For this project
I made myself go out in those times. | would observe people and I see so much more. [
started to sce how] sce, and [ could sce the difference in how [ saw then and how [ saw
usually. PMS is such an abstract feeling. You cannot explain it well. I wanted to find a visual
language that would convey how I, and how many women feel, and this scemed to be the

way to do that,”



Mewsha Tavakolian | 5till fram 'For The Sake of Calmness'

'[ realised that I should do a film. With only still
images | couldn't translate or convey the ff:elings I
wanted to. [ wanted to experiment - this work

really is a tirst for me - | followed my gut and
didn’t want to limit myself. With severe PMS

there is no limit, there’s no definition and no ngiC
to it...’
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Newsha Tavakolian | Still from 'For The Sake of Calmness' ©@ Newsha Tavakolian | Magnum Photos

The project started out as a purc]}-' ph oto gmphic onc, more in line with Tavakolian’s
previous works and was focused upon portraits and landscapes — but soon she realized that
a subject as amorphous, and as abstract would need more. “1 realised that I should do a film.
With only still images I couldn't translate or convey the feclings [ wanted to. | wanted to
experiment - this work really is a first for me - I followed my gut and didn't want to limit
mysclf. With severe PMSthere is no limit, there’s no definition and no logic to it - it can be

an}fthjng and oncs fcc:lings can go an:_-fwhcrc."

The Impulsr: to start the acrual process of shﬂnting the film came - pcrhaFE unsurprisingl}f
— while Tavakolian was cxperiencing one such PCTEDE[ of PMS, a moment of clarﬁt}' which

ﬂlDti‘-’ElECd hCI’ [0 MOVC qUEC]{]:ﬂ d "r‘r’El:r" EIEWDI'I{H'[E at ﬂdd& H'r’jth hCI LlEn-Lliler’ SI'DW PI’D-ECES(‘E.

She teamed up with award winning cinematograp her, Peyman Shadmanfar. “T had pictured
cvcr}fthing alrcad}f in my head, and [ put it all down witch the hc]p of an illustrator” the
ph::u to graphcr cX phjns. "Fo rtunatc]}-' [ knew that Pe yman and | shared similar visions.”

ﬂlnngsidc Peyman worked the film’s editor Po uya Pars amagham. known in Iran for his
2019 film ‘Gesture,

Peyman didn't know about PMS. “I worked with many men during the making of the film
— nonc of whom knew much about these 5}fndmm cs. We had Marny scssions talking about
it, lc:trnjng about it over the course of the shoot. It was interesting as a collaborative
process — me and these men - talking abour so mcthing so feminine in society that is so

I!'ll:lCI'lD. BUE it was Uﬂbflfﬂ‘r"ﬂb]ﬂ I'I'EIW thC Y Camc o U.ITICI'EI'STELH d.n



B5ina Shir

For the pro duction, h;wing looked thruugh Phntngmphs of hundreds of students and
aspiring acrors Tavakolian selected a numhcr, burt is em Phatic about the crucialit}f of
chance and on-set influences in the film’s visuals, “While [ had Pickcd these faces, | am not
an engineer in the way [ work. Much of the film came tugcth cr on the set - the colors, the
ways in which the su bj::::ts worked with the ]:-ackgmunds, the way that in some shots

shadows went from bcing pcriph eral to hcing the main focus.”

This combination of wiﬂfu]l}r abstract ap prnach and the sixth sensc which Tavakolian
believes is bestowed on those in the dcptl'm of a pcrind of PMS led the Phﬂtngraph::r to
shoot her parcnts as well as those actors. Unknown to her at the time, this would come to
d::la}r the film’s com Plctiﬂn, 4 proccss alre aq:l}r tnrturnusl}r slow as she endeavored to Sync

the snundscapc of the film with the mmring imagcs and her own narrative.

‘I had this fecling that I had'to shoot my parents for this project — which is something [ had
necver done before. [ could see the scenc in my mind - my mother sat alone, with time
ti::l-:ing past, and sat with my father, surrounded b}f famil}r Picturcs, both ]c-ﬂl-:ing into the
camera. Unfortunately, the shooting of that scene was the last time [ saw my father.” The

Phntﬂgraph::r left Iran on an editorial assignm cnt not ]c-ng after the film Wrapp ed, while

E]JI'EFEE[ I'lEI' fathcr hﬂd d hEﬂI’t EIIECI( 31’1'.'.[ dl Cd.

“As a result, the film became too much for me - [ didn't work on it for almost nine months.
It was very difficult to look at the ﬁ:rcrtag:: of my father, yet | knew I couldnt delete him
from the work. [ waited until [ was ﬂ:::ling better, until I was stronger, and I started lﬂn[-:jng

over it and cditing the film.”



ror The Sake of Calmness

"The pair decided on screening the film in a
tunnel-like portion of Argos concrete basement,
with the viewer between a mirror and a large
screen, and with high volume in an otherwise
near-sound insulated void. The effect was intense:

b R

“Like the viewer is inside the film.



25ina Shir




On October 4 the 20 minute film went on show in Tehran's Argo Factory - a former
I:nru::i.w:r}F transformed |:-}r art collector Hamidreza F::jman INto a private muscum and
EHHEI'}-’. The exisiting structure has been built into b}r architect Ahmadreza Schricker,
creating a link between the contemporary arts and Tehran's history: “It's a mix of the old
matcerials and new, it’s VCry beautiful, and overall it maintains its connection visuaﬂ}f to the

m

PELST_.

From the outset Tavakolian knew that the exhibition spacc for the film would be
important, and knew that a standard g:aﬂ-::r}f spacc would not work. Tavakolian asked
Schricker to hr:lp Crecatc a spacc in a tunnel-like PEI'[IC!I] ﬂfﬁrgu’s COncrete ba.scmcnt,
where the film is shown with the viewer between a mirror and a largt: screen, and with high
volume in an otherwise near-sound insulated void. The effect was intense: “Like the viewer

is inside the film.” This result the phﬂ-tn graphcr attributes also to the work of the sound
artist Kamran Arash nia, who worked on this film, as well as her project, Look.

U]tima.tc]}' the making of the project also held benefits for Tavakolian’s own strugglcs with
these two syndmmcs, “ltwasa journcy of undcrstanding, but [ still don't know when [ am

m}rsclf, cluring, or after?”

For the Sake of Calmess is on show at Argo until October 14, find more information here.
The work will go onc show at New Yorks Thomas Erben gallery in January, 2021.

For The Sake Of Calmness. Argo Factory. ®Mona Jan Ghorban, ASA North



