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ABSTRACT

Cinema, as a storytelling art and medium, has always sought the best narratives to
present in the form of films. Among various types of stories, mythological tales have
attracted the attention of cinema audiences more than others. Filmmakers, driven by
this audience interest and the diversity of such stories, began producing mythological
films. Iranian cinema, compared to other countries, has been a pioneer in this genre.
Early Iranian directors, drawing on the rich resources of classical Persian literature,
produced films based on the lives of Iranian myths in their initial cinematic endeavors.
Subsequently, other Iranian filmmakers, either consciously or unconsciously aware of
the significance and function of mythology, created films with similar stories or
themes. This research employs a descriptive-analytical methodology with a typological
approach, based on credible library sources in the fields of mythology and cinema
studies. We demonstrate that, based on typological criteria, an independent genre called
the "mythological genre" can be defined in cinema, distinguishing such films from
others. Furthermore, defining this cinematic genre within Iranian cinema could pave
the way for producing esteemed films suitable for international presentation.
Recognizing the mythological genre in cinema not only separates films with ancient
and even modern mythological narratives from other genres in cinematic studies but
also familiarizes adolescents and young adults with these cultural foundations of
society.

Research Objectives:

1. To identify the characteristics and typological features of mythological films
in Iranian cinema.

2. To familiarize and encourage lIranian directors to engage with this cinematic
genre.

Research Questions:

1. What is the history and extent of mythological cinema in Iran, or how prevalent
are Iranian myths in Iranian cinematic works?

2. What are the characteristics of the mythological genre as an independent
category in Iranian cinema?
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Introduction

Storytelling has always been one of the most reliable ways for cinema to attract
audiences. The first step in storytelling that cinema took was through short comedic
narratives, but it wasn't long before both audiences and filmmakers sought longer
stories. Filmmakers were eager to increase their earnings through this medium.
"Therefore, if cinema has taken root, it is not because of its artistic masterpieces, but
because the way it tells stories and portrays life stirs both the heart and imagination of
the viewer" (Knight, 2008: 5). Thus, cinema needed to enhance its technical capabilities
for long-term storytelling. As a result, filmmakers quickly sought to address this
deficiency. Selecting suitable and engaging long stories became another concern for
filmmakers, leading them to choose stories that audiences were already familiar with
and had greater narrative potential in cinema. Ancient stories from various cultures,
especially European ones, were the first choice for filmmakers to create feature films.
Europe’s rich cultural heritage compared to America led American filmmakers to adapt
European tales into films, aiming to attract European audiences and benefit from
exporting these films to Europe. Most film historians have dubbed David Wark Griffith,
an American filmmaker, the father of narrative cinema because he was the first to
narrate stories cinematically and produce long narrative films (Knight, 2008: 33).

Iranian cinema, which was born not in Iran but in India, could not ignore the structural
foundations—both hardware and software—of this art in its original Western context.
Sepanta, Ardeshir Iranian, and Avanes Ohanian were three Iranian directors who first
made films with Iranian stories and actors. Ardeshir Iranian, or Bahador Khan, produced
the first Iranian movie, "The Lur Girl," based on a story by Abdolhossein Sepanta.
Although this film did not have a mythological narrative, its theme could be considered
mythological. The success of this film in Iran and India gave Sepanta the confidence to
create a film with a mythological story, drawing on his background in theater. In 1934,
he made the film "Ferdowsi" to commemorate the international conference on Ferdowsi
and the unveiling of his new mausoleum, commissioned by the Iranian government.
What is most important here is the lack of clear definitions and boundaries for such a
genre in Iranian cinema. Most filmmakers produced these films without understanding
the typological coordinates of mythological films. Undoubtedly, the distortions and
incorrect retellings of Iranian myths in mythological films resulted from this lack of
awareness and the absence of oversight by the country's cinematic management. Social
changes in Iran over the past century, concurrent with the growth of cinema, influenced
not only Iranian social cinema (specifically the noir genre) but also mythological
cinema. Questions and doubts about the nature of myths, distinguishing between myth
and non-myth, and the importance of emerging myths were concerns that occupied the
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minds of both filmmakers and audiences alike. The victory of the Islamic Revolution in
1979 marked a turning point in the evolution of all modern arts, especially cinema, as
it was more successful than other modern arts that emerged during the Pahlavi era in
attracting audiences. Now, mythological cinema faced the fundamental question, "What
is a myth?"

Cinema theorists have defined specific genres for social, emotional, crime, historical
stories, and more, outlining the typological components of each. However, films that
narrate ancient and modern myths are either classified under the fantasy genre or, due
to their heroes or myths, categorized under science fiction or its subgenres. In this
research, we aim to prove two hypotheses: first, considering the active presence of
mythological stories from classical Iranian literature or adaptations thereof in cinematic
productions, it is possible to define an independent genre called "mythological” with its
own components alongside other Iranian cinematic genres. Second, the rational
approach dominating Western philosophy has led cinematic genre studies in the West
to not consider a separate genre for films narrating the lives of ancient myths, instead
placing them under fantasy subgenres. This is because the Western rational and
humanistic view of myths differs significantly from the Eastern perspective. Since
myths have always played an identity-forming and morally enriching role in human
culture and civilization, especially in Eastern cultures and our beloved Iran, defining
such a genre could lead filmmakers to seriously engage in producing these films within
a specific category with diverse and engaging formats. This would attract young people
and others to learn from cinema as a means of reconnecting with their cultural identity.
On the other hand, this genre classification and highlighting these stories through
cinema can create a distinct place in cinematic studies, both in theory and criticism, and
lead to the production of expensive, prestigious, and engaging films for people
worldwide. This would benefit both the material and spiritual aspects of Iranian cinema,
enhancing economic prosperity and cultural familiarity with the civilizations that
spawned these myths and other cultures.

Prior to this research, no explicit study has been conducted on mythological cinema
from a cinematic genre perspective as an independent genre. However, a few articles
and books have indirectly addressed this topic and subjected it to criticism, which we
will mention here. Elham Bagheri, in her book titled "From Myth to History, from
History to Myth in the Works of Bahram Beizai," examines myth and the role of
mythological themes in the works of the Iranian filmmaker Bahram Beizai. However,
she does not refer to the typology of myths in Iranian cinema. Mr. Alireza Ghasemkhan,
in his article "The Mythological Foundation of Film Genres,” published in the book
"Mah Honar," discusses the typology of cinema and the connection between cinematic
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genres and the social and psychological conditions of societies. He concludes that the
return of myths to world cinema is a result of humanity's need to rely on myths in
individual and social life. In this context, he attributes special importance to cinema in
narrating myths in an engaging way. Stuart Vitella, in his book "Myth and Cinema:
Discovering Mythological Structure in 50 Memorable Films," analyzes 50 influential
films that have mythological structures or themes. He examines the dramatic journey of
the protagonist in these films based on Joseph Campbell's hero's journey model
(Campbell, 2006: 59). Although Vitella's approach to mythological cinema is closer to
ours, his definition of myth is broad and includes even villainous heroes. For example,
he includes "The Godfather Part I" by Francis Ford Coppola among mythological films,
which is not acceptable according to our definition of myth and the cinematic genre of
mythology. Mr. Ali Ateiyedan, in his article "Myth, Religion, and Cinema," published
in the Mehr journal in 1998, explores the relationship between myth and religion in
world cinema, analyzing their roles in several films. Amir Hashemi Moghaddam, in his
article "Representation of the Golden Age Myth in Iranian Historical Cinema (Case
Study: Safavid Era)," analyzes a few cinematic and television productions about the
Safavid era from a visual anthropology perspective.

This study uses a quantitative-qualitative approach for gathering theoretical
foundations. In the theoretical concepts section, a descriptive research method was
employed. The views of mythologists and cinema theorists served as references for
defining the mythological cinematic genre and its components.

Conclusion

Myths, due to their supernatural structure, have become a primary subject for
filmmakers to create films narrating their lives and extraordinary adventures. According
to the formal principles of cinema, these films—owing to their shared themes—should
follow a consistent structural formula. This formula consists of components that define
their genre or cinematic typology. Thus, these films can be categorized under a distinct
genre with specific generic components, termed the "mythological genre." Establishing
this genre in cinema not only prevents structural fragmentation in films but also aids
audiences in selecting their preferred film genres.

Until now, such a genre has not been formally defined in cinematic studies to categorize
these films. Iranian cinema, as a modern art from a land with ancient and rich culture,
has the potential to institutionalize this genre. By producing such films, it can not only
help reintroduce national-religious myths to domestic audiences, particularly youth, but
also introduce these myths to global audiences. Beyond these benefits, defining the
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mythological genre would encourage the production of high-budget (“prestigious™)
films. Such films, requiring significant investment, could generate substantial box-
office revenue, thereby bolstering Iran’s cinematic economy. The author’s doctoral
thesis extensively explores this genre in Iranian cinema, analyzing the history of
mythological film production from the advent of cinema in Iran to the present.

The difference between mythological characters in Western and Eastern narratives has
led Western theorists and critics to classify myth-based films under the fantasy genre or
its subgenres. This distinction lies in the mechanistic, technology-driven nature of
Western myths versus the sacred, divine essence of Eastern (particularly Iranian) myths.
Modern Western myths, born from rationalist and humanist thought, often depict
"superhumans™ who prioritize defeating enemies over ethical principles. In contrast,
Eastern myths, rooted in divine figures like Ahura Mazda, emphasize morality and
virtuous deeds. Consequently, cinematic portrayals of Western myths lean more toward
fantasy than true mythological storytelling.
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" Lois Lane

" Steve Rogers

* Transformers

° Hulk

* Dr. Robert Bruce Banner
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