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Who sees?"" In Kiarostami's movie "Shirin*".
(Analytical comparison of the focal point in the film

""Shirin" and Khosrow and Shirini's poems from the
perspective of Boris Uspensky)
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Ghobadi™

Abstract

Focalization is one of the fundamental elements of narrative that
meaningfully orients the audience’s perception in various arts such as
literature, painting, and cinema. In the process of adapting artistic
works, shifts in focalization can lead to significant changes in the
structure and meaning of the adapted piece. Abbas Kiarostami’s film
Shirin, in its adaptation of Nezami’s narrative poem Khosrow and
Shirin, undergoes a transformation in focalization. The central
question of this study is how the shift in focalization in Shirin,
compared to Nezami’s original poem, alters the narrative structure and
content, and how these changes influence the transformation of the
original’s literary genre. This research employs a descriptive-
analytical method within the theoretical framework of Boris
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Uspensky’s model of focalization. The findings reveal that in Shirin,
focalization expands across four levels: the “camera-as-focalizer,” the
“actress-as-focalizer,” “Shirin-as-present-focalizer,” and “Shirin-as-
past-focalizer.” This expansion is accompanied by changes in
narrative discourse, the elimination or transformation of certain
characters and storylines, and a shift in literary genre from lyrical to
romantic. By focusing on the role of focalization in cinematic
adaptation, this study opens new perspectives for narrative analysis in
intermedial studies and, considering the centrality of focalization in
Shirin, offers a novel approach for scholars and enthusiasts in this
field.

Keywords: "Shirin" movie, Khosrow and Shirin poem, point of view,
Boris Uspensky.

1.Introduction

Focalization is one of the fundamental concepts in narratology. It
initially emerged within the framework of classical narratology and
has since been redefined and expanded through post-classical
narratology, literary criticism, cinema studies, and intermedial
analysis. Prior to modern narratological theories, theorists such as
Henry James (1884), Percy Lubbock (1921), Norman Friedman
(1955), and Wayne Booth (1961) had addressed the issue of point of
view in fiction. However, the first comprehensive theoretical model of
focalization was introduced by the Russian semiotician Boris
Uspensky in his book A Poetics of Composition (1970), in which he
examined the types of focalizer and focalization across four planes:
spatio-temporal, psychological, ideological, and phraseological.

Since focalization or perspective plays a decisive role in shaping
the meaning and orientation of a narrative, its investigation becomes
crucial in the process of artistic adaptation, particularly in cinematic
adaptations of classical literary texts. In such processes, a shift in
focalization can lead to structural transformations in the narrative and
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the genre of the work. The present study examines this transformation
in Abbas Kiarostami’s film adaptation Shirin (2008 / 1386 SH) based
on Nizami’s narrative poem Khosrow and Shirin (576 AH / 1180 CE).
The main research question is: what changes has the shift of
focalization in the film Shirin, compared to the poem Khosrow and
Shirin, brought about in the narrative structure and content,
characterization, and genre of the work? To this end, the objective of
this study is to analyze how the character of Shirin and the narration of
the story are recreated within a novel, cinematic framework.

Research Question(s)

1.What differences does the shift in focalization in the film Shirin,
compared to the narrative poem Khosrow and Shirin, create in the
structure and content of the narrative?

2.How do these changes influence the transformation of the literary
genre of Nizami’s work?

2. Literature Review

Two articles have been written on the film Shirin, both of which differ
in their objectives and research problems from the present study. The
article titled "The Degrees of Deconstruction of Language and
Expression in Kiarostami’s Cinema: A Case Study of the Film Shirin"
(2022 / 1401 SH) addresses the issue of cinematic spectatorship in
relation to meaning-making and the transformation of the viewer's
perception. Another article, "The Dialectic of Revealing and
Concealing: Representation of the Face as an Aesthetic Landscape in
the Film Shirin (2008)" (2024 / 1403 SH), focuses on the actors
depicted in the film; it argues that by positioning these actors as
ordinary spectators, the film demythologizes them, while
simultaneously underscoring their overall significance and role.
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3. Methodology

This study employs a descriptive-analytical methodology, and the
comparative analysis of the data is conducted based on Boris
Uspensky’s theory of focalization as well as the frameworks of
scholars who built upon his theory, namely Lintvelt, Rimmon-Kenan,
and Meghdadi. The research findings indicate that the shift in
focalization from the narrative poem Khosrow and Shirin to the film
Shirin leads to an expansion of focal perspectives, a shift in discourse,
the modification and omission of narratives and characters, and a
transition in the literary genre from lyrical to romantic. The recreated
image of Shirin portrays a vulnerable and pessimistic woman within a
romantic atmosphere.

4. Results

In this study, a comparative analysis was conducted on the
focalization of the film Shirin and the narrative poem Khosrow and
Shirin through the lens of Boris Uspensky’s theory across the spatio-
temporal, psychological, and ideological planes. In the process of
adapting the film from the narrative poem, Nizami’s external focalizer
shifts into four distinct focalizers: the "camera-focalizer," the "actor-
focalizer,” the "“present-Shirin focalizer,” and the "past-Shirin
focalizer." This diversity in focalization results in significant
transformations in the narrative structure, the mode of
characterization, and the literary genre of the work.

The "spatio-temporal" plane in Nizami’s narrative exhibits a "linear
progression” and a "limited perspective.” Although Nizami acts as an
external focalizer, he does not employ a bird's-eye view. In the film, a
temporal shift occurs within the "present-Shirin focalizer" plane, and a
silent scene is utilized within the "camera-focalizer" plane;
meanwhile, a limited perspective is applied at the levels of the "actor-
focalizer" and the "past-Shirin focalizer," and a bird’s-eye view is
introduced within the “present-Shirin focalizer" plane. Another
characteristic of the film is the harmony between the cinematic spatial
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atmosphere (as well as the storytelling) and Shirin's emotions and
experiences, which creates a Romantic unity between the protagonist's
inner state and nature.

The "psychological” plane reveals that "affective components”
predominate in the film, whereas "cognitive components" are more
dominant in the poem Khosrow and Shirin. The cognitive
components, which are shaped by the focalizer's beliefs and
convictions, lead to the omission and modification of narratives and
characters in the film Shirin. For instance, Nizami's character of
Shirin, who exhibits resilience against various failures and whose
personality possesses a masculine dimension to half of it, is
transformed into a fragile, pessimistic, and suffering character in the
film through the alteration and omission of certain narrative elements.
Similarly, the character of Shapur, described as a loyal helper and
honest in Nizami’s tale, becomes a deceitful character in the film
Shirin,

The differing "worldviews™ among the focalizers of the film and
the poem give rise to distinct masculine (in Khosrow and Shirin) and
feminine (in the film Shirin) discourses. The male characters in the
film Shirin are more restricted compared to Nizami’s book, a
limitation that is also reflected in the camera's cinematography.
Furthermore, the film Shirin adds two characters to the story: Shirin’s
nurse and Khosrow’s mother. The deceitful traits of men in the film's
narrative stand in contrast to the deception and jealousy of women in
Nizami’s poem. Finally, the carpe diem spirit of Nizami’s lyrical
narrative is juxtaposed with the Romantic despair and hopelessness of
the film Shirin.

The film Shirin Nizami's Khosrow and Shirin
Multiple focalizers Single focalizer
Internal focalizer (Character-focalizer) + External focalizer (Narrator-
External focalizer focalizer)
Limited spatial perspective + Bird's-eye Limited spatial perspective

view + Silent scene
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Table 1: Levels of Visual Focus in the Film Shirin
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