A R E Z O U
آرزو
A film by
Sophia Kiapos

This film exposes the intergenerational transmission of trauma by exploring the life of a
girl named Arezou.

As she stands on the cusp of womanhood, Arezou bears the heavy weight of family, religious,
cultural, gender and artistic restrictions.

AREZOU, an introverted 11-year-old girl, finds herself thrust into adulthood
too soon. Amidst an unstable world filled with oppression, the plight of women,
conflict and division due to socio-economic, political and religious differences at
home, school, and society at large, Arezou is forced to choose between her
devotion to family and the opportunity for self-expression and freedom.

Set in 1994, postRevolution Iran, an
oppressed 11-year-old
girl discovers the
secret world of
Tehran’s forbidden
underground ballet
company, and
rewrites her destiny.

Left to care for her ailing mother with ALS, Arezou spends her days in quiet
obedience, alternating between chores, cooking, and caregiving. With no hope
for a bright future in sight, Arezou discovers an underground ballet company in
the basement of an abandoned warehouse one fateful afternoon, and everything
changes.
Through a series of serendipitous occurrences, Arezou connects with
PARVANEH, a former company member of the Iranian National Ballet and
teacher of the underground troupe. Parvaneh introduces Arezou to the truth of
Iran’s past— one filled with celebration of women, culture, mysticism, and an
avenue for self- expression and processing her silenced emotions. Arezou forms
a strong bond with the surrogate mother figure, and discovers her voice in a
world of restrictions toward women. But at what risk?
With tensions mounting as Arezou keeps her dancing a secret, her mother’s
illness, her father’s misery, and her family’s surreptitious past, manifests and
reaches a boiling point — further posing a threat to the family’s safety and
Arezou’s chance for freedom. Through Arezou’s quest to help heal her mother,
and her newfound love for dance, she transforms her family’s pain into purpose.

Director’s Statement
The Iranian National Ballet was an artistic and cultural movement
unlike anything ever seen or experienced in the realm of ballet.
Beginning in 1958, renowned ballet dancers and choreographers
from Mikhail Baryshnikov to Alvin Ailey traveled to Tehran to
artistically imprint the Middle East’s premiere ballet company.
During the company’s lifespan, beloved ballets such as Swan Lake,
Romeo and Juliet and The Sleeping Beauty graced the proscenium at
Tehran’s opera house, Roudaki Hall. The enchantment was soon
to fade away into the shadows of Iran’s haunting past. After
twenty-one prominent years, one February afternoon in 1979,
during the height of the company’s grandeur, Roudaki Hall was
raided by Khomeini’s regime and the Iranian National Ballet
Company was terminally disbanded and lost. Ballet became an
ominous emblem of repression; many of the company members
disappeared, some exiled from Iran and others tortured,
imprisoned, or worse.
Since 1979 women have been banned from publicly dancing. The
repercussions if caught dancing are inhumane; some extreme cases
lead to death. When I began my research in 2016, I learned that
there are underground ballet groups meeting in abandoned spaces
to this very day throughout Tehran. This unfathomable truth
became the birth of a new narrative - Arezou.
Arezou in Persian means wish, and this narrative is a stage for the
wishes of Iran’s underground artistic Renaissance to surface in the
name of freedom and a self-expressed tomorrow.

My personal connection to this story is ancestrally deep as my
mother was born in Tehran (and fled during the Revolution),
and Farsi was my first language. I, too, was a ballet dancer for
over a decade. As a young girl, who identified as Iranian, I
never thought twice about my own personal freedoms;
including those as simple as being able to take a ballet class.
When imagining other young girls (and women) being banned
from their own artistic freedoms, I feel a great responsibility
and a calling to tell this story. I’m telling this story through an
11-year-old girl’s perspective to simply anchor in the purity and
magic that art can evoke inside every human’s inner child.
Deep healing work begins at the very beginning.
After the tragic passing of one of our Kurdish-Iranian sisters,
Mahsa Amini, a chord struck within me— it’s time for Arezou.
The world is ready to receive, empathize and understand the
plight of girls and women in Iran. From the age of 7, all girls in
Iran are required to wear a hijab according to Islamic and
political law. I think about the millions of little girls between
the ages of 7 and onward who never got the chance to run
outside with the wind through their hair. The whole world is
behind the liberation of Iranian girls and women. My freedom
as a woman is not complete, nor is it in integrity until all
women are free. Arezou is my call-to-action and a story that will
transcend and awaken the world to the impact the regime has
had on the people of Iran for the last 43 years. It’s time to tell
this story.

Style
Arezou will achieve a classically cinematic look, suitable for expressing the
story and its timeless themes of hope, loss, faith, identity, and purpose. We
are inspired by a legacy of powerful and influential Iranian films, from
Children of Heaven, A Separation, Color of Paradise, About Elly and Song of
Sparrows.
Although these films are equally as gorgeous as they are heart-wrenching,
Arezou creates for us a world that has yet to be explored in Iranian cinema:
an isolated, dark, snowy Tehran, which itself plays a major character in
Arezou’s universe. Our collective vision is to see this film brought to
cinematic life by utilizing the power and eloquence of Super 16mm film with
a Panavision film camera accompanied by Panavision Ultra Speed lenses.
We will juxtapose the bright, snow-filled exteriors with dark, shadowy and
warm interiors, a visual shroud in which the characters live.
The cinematic images and aesthetic throughout the film will depict the
power of metaphors and poetry, which greatly contributes to Iran’s cultural
history. The images will carry us through the world just as much as the
characters and their words.
Through’s Arezou’s haunting and ethereal visuals, we will achieve an
impactful, tragic, and liberating air, and awaken the audience into a world
that has yet to be exposed through filmmaking.

THE IRANIAN
NATIONAL BALLET
COMPANY
The Iranian National Ballet Company was Iran’s only state ballet
institution until the Iranian revolution of 1979 and also the most
known and recognized dance company in the Middle East. It was
founded in 1958 by the Iranian Ministry of Culture alongside
Iranian ballerinas Aideh and Nejad Ahmadzadeh, and existed for
twenty-one years (1958-1979). The company, residing at Tehran’s
opera house, Roudaki Hall, was terminated in the aftermath of the
Islamic Revolution. Many of the company members were exiled,
some tortured, while others disappeared.
Some years after the Revolution of 1979, a secret, underground
ballet movement began, and still continues to this very day…
It is with great honor that Arezou will feature some of the surviving
original members of the Iranian National Ballet Company,
including Aideh and Nejad’s only son, Hormoz Ahmadzadeh.

THE PLIGHT OF
IRANIAN
WOMEN

Mahsa Amini was one week shy from her 23rd birthday. Mahsa was
visiting family in Tehran when she was met by the morality police on the
busy streets of Iran’s capital. She was arrested for wearing her hijab
incorrectly. Mahsa was beaten by the morality police and thrown inside a
van to a detention center, where she collapsed on the floor and went into
comatose. Mahsa was rushed to the hospital covered in bruises and swells.
Hours later, she died of a heart attack. Mahsa was 22.
Dr. Homa Darabi was an Iranian pediatrician, academic, and political
activist for the liberation of Iranian women. She was dismissed from her
position at the Shahid Beheshti University for “non-adherence to the hijab”.
As a protest to the forced hijab law, in February 1994 Dr. Darabi
immolated herself by pouring petrol over her head and lighting it. She died
of the burns in the hospital the next day.
Mahsa and Homa’s story are two of thousands alike about women standing
up for their birthright to be sovereign in Iran. I share these stories because
Mahsa and Homa have fueled the world of our film Arezou, and shape the
climate for women’s rights in Iran during the time the film takes place.
Arezou intimately personalizes the fight for freedom of expression— a topic
and perspective that has yet to be revealed in this way through narrative
film. Although Iran has a rich cinematic history and many prolific
filmmakers, these filmmakers are still banned from expressing themselves
freely— they are given boundaries to abide by. We are opening the doors to
those boundaries to convey the truth about the plight of girls and women in
Iran in an artistic, delicate and powerful way.
The oppression of women suppresses creation. Women are born to create.
It is our birthright. When a society suppresses the very essence of creation
it disrupts the law of nature. And many wonder why there’s so much
dysfunction, destruction, and pain throughout Earth.
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The Plan

Proposed Schedule
Pre-Production: Oct. 2023 - Dec. 2023
Film Production: Jan. 2024 - Feb. 2024
Post-Production: Mar. 2024 - July 2024

Budget
$5 Million (USD)

Shooting Location
Athens, Greece
40% tax credit for every dollar spent in Greece. There
are 10,000 Iranian refugees living in Greece, 2022.

Distribution Plan
Following completion of the film, the producers will
submit Arezou to 'A' list International festivals with
sights set on Cannes, Venice, Sundance and beyond.

Writer/Director
SOPHIA KIAPOS is an Iranian-Greek/American film director,
writer and producer based in Los Angeles. Sophia's foundation began
in the theatre where she studied classical acting at Stella Adler Studio
in New York City, and later at LAMDA (The London Academy of
Music and Dramatic Art) in the UK.
Sophia purchased her first camera upon graduating from college in
2012 and began to teach herself the craft of filmmaking,
cinematography and editing. She has directed content for brands such
as Girl Boss, Tilly’s, Universal Pictures, NETFLIX and Sony Music.
Sophia has directed a number of music and ballet videos featuring
principal dancers from the San Francisco Ballet and ABT.
Sophia is an advocate for supporting the voices of women and
minorities in film. In 2016 she founded a collective called Female
Filmmakers. Today, Female Filmmakers has well over 6,000 members in
40 countries working in different facets of filmmaking. Through this
collective, Sophia has developed vast support from Panavision,
Kodak, RED, Canon, and beyond.
Sophia is ready and committed to helming Arezou into powerful
cinematic existence, and to be a voice for those who can only express
themselves in hiding.

Producer
BETH HUBBARD is a film & TV producer who most recently executive
produced the Oscar and Peabody Award winning film SUMMER OF SOUL
(Searchlight Pictures & Hulu). She began her film career at The Mount
Company, where she was part of the production team for Oscar nominated
BULL DURHAM (Orion Pictures) starring Kevin Costner, Susan Sarandon
and Tim Robbins, TEQUILA SUNRISE (Warner Brothers) starring Mel
Gibson and Michelle Pfeiffer and INDIAN RUNNER (MGM), written and
directed by Sean Penn, starring Vigo Mortensen and Patricia Arquette.
Hubbard independently produced the critically acclaimed documentary, THE
RAPE OF RECY TAYLOR (Orchard, Stars) which won the Human Rights
Award at the Venice Film Festival. She served as Executive Producer on NINE
DAYS starring Winston Duke, Zazie Beetz and Bill Skarsgard which
premiered at the Sundance Film Festival, and produced ASHE ’68 the Arthur
Ashe documentary which also premiered at Sundance and was distributed by
CNN/HBO MAX.
One of Hubbard’s personal passions is philanthropy. She is the Chairman of
the Mary Duke Biddle Trent Semans Foundation which supports service in the
area of social justice and the arts in the state of North Carolina.

Executive Producer
CHELSEA WINSTANLEY is an Oscar-nominated and awardwinning producer. Winstanley produced Taika Waititi’s JOJO
RABBIT, starring Scarlett Johansson and Sam Rockwell, which
premiered in 2019 at the Toronto Int. Film Festival, and was
distributed by Fox Searchlight. She produced the documentary
MERATA, which premiered at Sundance and Berlinale and was
distributed by Ava DuVernay’s ARRAY. In 2014, Winstanley
produced the award-winning film WHAT WE DO IN THE
SHADOWS, directed by Taika Waititi and Jermain Clement —
now a hit TV show for FX.

Chelsea is from the indigenous tribe Ngati Ranginui and Ngai Te
Rangi of Aeotearoa, New Zealand. She is a member of the Academy
Motion Pictures Arts & Sciences.

CONTACT
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