Interview with Hiner Saleem

After a Parisian interlude, If you die, I’ll kill you, you wanted to return to Kurdistan…
I have already shot several films in foreign countries, although the actual notion of foreign is very vague to me, because I feel at home everywhere I go: my heart and my mind live in the world. I am no longer attached to a specific geography, and I no longer consider myself as being attached to a territory, even if I love Paris, Europe and Kurdistan. My wish is to be everywhere, in the image of a “citizen of the world.” As chance would have it, I was born in Kurdistan, but I could just have well been born in Djibouti or Oslo!
In this light, how did My Sweet Pepper Land come about?
I was working on two subjects at once: a Parisian love story taking place over three generations and a romantic adventure with an extremely open and free tone, likely to take place in the mountains of Kurdistan. It’s this 2nd project, My Sweet Pepper Land, that found its financing first, thanks to Robert Guédiguian and Marc Bordure from Agat Films. I was interested in a love story, and the status of women in a society tinged with archaism and religiosity. In fact, I am deeply shocked by the lack of equality between the sexes: I am convinced that no country can be truly democratic if their men and women aren’t considered equal. It seems to me that this combat is imperative.
Moreover, you address the question of honor.
There are societies in which a woman doesn’t own her sexuality and that is what I condemn, because she is deprived of her personal liberty. For a woman should not be reduced to being the reflection of a man’s honor: It is time to separate the issues of honor and sexuality. If somebody has to wear a veil, let it be the man! What is more beautiful than love that is chosen in complete freedom? And it’s not often the case for women. Moreover this loss of liberty can also cause suffering and frustration in men, because they have no concept of the amount of happiness that is lost in a submissive climate.
Some men, as we see in the film, are much more progressive...
For the last ten years or so, with Kurdistan opening up towards the world, with internet access and satellite channels, mentalities have evolved enormously. However, the question of honor still resounds greatly. This contradiction can be found in Govend’s father and brothers – those who condemn her are above all worried about what other people think. Curiously with the Kurds, women have been working and assuming economic and political responsibilities for a very long time. But the annexation of Kurdistan by its frontier countries and some of their religious currents have brought about a terrible backwards-looking backlash. For the anecdote, I should say that I love Kurds, because their entire musical tradition is in admiration, praise and love of women! But all of that is before the wedding …  

Could we call it an “Eastern,” much like Westerns exist?
Absolutely! I figured that the levity of a Western would give me a greater freedom and that the natural scenery lent itself to exploring this type of genre. Above all, I believe that today’s Kurdistan resembles America during the era of the Western: it was a time when oil was discovered, roads were being built, as well as schools and infrastructure and it was important for people to establish and administer the law. Just until recently in Kurdistan, every warlord laid down their own laws in their fiefs. Today the State embodies the law for everyone and brings modernity to the country, which is not to the liking of the local despots. So there are a lot of similarities between Kurdistan and the Far West. For we have seen a no man’s land transform itself into a nation endowed with and establishing laws, a central government and legitimate institutions. This new Kurd State has progressively put an end to the trafficking of medicine, alcohol and food, while also accompanying women’s social emancipation and freedom.  This sociopolitical context allowed me to write the story in this particular way.
In the first sequence we once again find your taste for the absurd.
I wanted to allude to the institutional shortcomings of the Kurdistan government. I was inspired by an anecdote that is even more absurd and comical than what I recount in the film: for the application of the country's very first death sentence, the authorities had to borrow a clotheslines from the owners of the house next door in order to hang the convict! However, I would like to add that the death penalty has since been abolished in Kurdistan, which delights me.
How did you elaborate the characters?
At the beginning, I thought I was going to focus on a single character, Baran, who we would see traveling across this mountainous region on horseback, still in reference to the Western. I had the idea of a shoot with a skeleton crew, a cameraman, a sound man, and an assistant director. But as I am passionate about women's rights, I wanted to create a woman character that would be emancipated thanks to her strength, courage, and intelligence. From there, I orchestrated the encounter between this liberated woman and the hero, who is neither traditional, macho, nor corrupt, and who is not frantically looking for a wife. These two rebellious beings represent, in my mind, the future of Kurdistan: they are not revolutionaries but reformists, attached to secular values and who refuse antiquated ways, without entirely rejecting tradition. 
Who are the armed women who arrive from time to time in the village?
They are Turkish Kurd resistance fighters who combat for the rights of their people. As women they are oppressed, but also as Kurds. When they are asked why they took to the bush, they  explain that for a Kurdish woman  in Turkey, being a guerilla fighter means being free.
You denounce corruption and the illegal trafficking of medicine.
In the Middle East, the trafficking of expired or counterfeit medicine is an industry worth billions of dollars. These fake drugs – that only contain flour – are manufactured in the Middle East. Luckily, this trafficking is decreasing on a daily basis thanks to greater political stability and economic growth: Kurdistan has put in place a special police force and “quality committees” that control merchandise entering the country, to make sure they comply with current applicable standards.
You entirely shot the film in natural scenery?
Yes, we essentially filmed in the mountains of Kurdistan, except for the hanging scene, which was shot in Arbil, the capital. We were also helped by a series of coincidences. For example, at the beginning, I wanted to find a bridge that we could destroy and then reconstruct for a reasonable budget. A local from the region then told me that Turkish aviation had bombed a bridge near his home: when I saw the photos, I knew that was exactly what I was looking for! We shot the sequence there in one day, under the Kurdish police’s protection.  

Your directing choices also echo the codes and aesthetics of Westerns.
The very first sequence, overexposed and shot in wide-angle, is a direct homage to Westerns. However, I don’t like to be inflexible and I wanted the direction to also function according to what the situations called for. I didn’t have a specific visual concept in mind: what counted above all else for me was the atmosphere. I’m not a cerebral personal and I don’t do storyboards: I always have an idea of the sequence, but I remain open, in order to grasp unexpected things and emotions that the actors bring to the set. I 'm constantly searching and I adapt to the magic of the moment. Then, all of this magic has to enter into a frame that is controlled down to the last millimeter.
The sequences between the two main characters are of a great emotional intensity.
The direction for those moments was self-evident. In fact, I noticed that every time Baran and Govend met - at the school or at the police station – they were reunited in the same shot, without my ever having to edit it: the strength of the emotions these two shared was so palpable that I didn’t feel like cutting. Thus, for those shots, I didn’t have back-up footage to  cover myself, even if I knew I was taking a risk.
How did you choose the two leading actors?
I didn’t hesitate for the role of Govend: I had already directed Golshifteh Farahani in I’ll kill you if you die. She always brings an additional dimension to her characters. It is a true pleasure to direct her because she understands things intuitively without having to have them spelled out. She is extremely intelligent and her acting is refined and sensitive. For Baran it was more difficult: I held castings in Europe, Istanbul and Kurdistan. I only discovered this young Kurdish actor – Korkmaz Arslan – a week before the shoot was to start. He was living in Germany. We spoke on Skype and I found his face interesting. So I had him come to Arbil the next day. I was sure of my choice after a few screen tests. Korkmaz is a great actor.
You also called upon non-professional actors?
With the exception of the three or four main roles, I worked with a great majority of non-professionals recruited in the region. However, the Swiss actress Véronique Wüthrich plays one of the freedom fighters. She speaks several languages and she learned Kurd. Among these women resistants, some had really gone to live in the bush for several years to fight: one of them had even been wounded several times, but she said she would still be ready to take up arms again for the cause.
How do you direct your actors?
I never rehearse. Most of the time, I start shooting as soon as the actors are on the set. I give them very little direction, and I leave them free to do as they please, for their take on the characters is often very enriching. Gradually, I reduce the range of possibilities to correspond with what I am looking for.
The music punctuates the film and composes a wonderful mosaic of sounds…
The music is like me! Just like Baran, I listen to all kinds of music, from Elvis Presley to Bach, including traditional Kurd music. Since I consider myself to be a citizen of the world, all this music is a part of me. As I was saying, I wanted to make a very free-feeling film, and it was important to me that the story be universal, that it could take place in any country. As a result, the music reflects this approach: my universe is at once American blues and traditional Kurd folk songs.
Govend is herself a musician…
In my previous film, Golshifteh Farahani played the piano. She is an excellent pianist, even if she privileges the pursuit of her acting career. But I didn’t want to deprive myself of her musical talent. I especially wanted to hear this very little known instrument, the Hang, that she knows how to play. This instrument was invented by two Swiss women, influenced by the hippy movement. It is close to the piano and other percussion instruments, and produces magnificent sounds. Some think it is a traditional Kurdish instrument; very few can imagine that it was developed by Swiss hippies!!
Kurdistan: a few milestones
History of a repression
Along with Syrian, Turkish and Iranian Kurdistans, Iraqi Kurdistan is one of four Kurdish territories that were annexed and divided after the First World War. With the creation of Iraq, and especially since Saddam Hussein’s rise to power, the Kurds have been victims of of ethnic purification campaigns and forced Arabization. From February to September 1988, operation "Anfal" was activated at Saddam Hussein's orders: an act of genocide that killed over 180 000 people. For the Kurds, Anfal is what the Shoah is for the Jews. In fact, an estimated 700 000  to 800 000 Kurds perished, a million were deported and the totality of villages and small towns of Kurdistan were razed. Even the fauna and flora were massively destroyed, along with the water sources, which were made to run dry.
The impact of the First Gulf War.
Unfortunately for the Kurds, the Allies neither eliminated Iraqi aviation, nor did away with Saddam Hussein’s fearsome Republican Guard. As a result, the Kurds massively fled to the borders of Iran and Turkey and practically 80% of the population left the towns: it’s what we call the “biblical exodus.” At the request of François Mitterrand and Helmut Kohl, the United Nations security council imposed the creation of a “safe haven" within Iraq itself – a zone protected by the Allies, where Saddam’s army was forbidden entry. This represented 50% of Iraqi Kurdistan. In 1992, the first Iraqi Kurdish elections were held, and a Kurdish government was put into place.
Accessing independence. 
Since 2003, Irak has become a Federal State and Kurdistan, all the while statutorily attached to Iraq, has established its own government and Parliament with a Prime Minister and an autonomous budget, as well as a police force and an army. For the first time in their history, the Kurds have organized free elections and manage their affairs independently of Bagdad’s central power. On the economic front, Kurdistan produces oil that it exports to foreign countries. And even if the country is a great big open air construction site, with everything you can imagine that needs to be rebuilt - entire villages are rising from the ashes.
