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Abstract 

 

When Heaven Fell: The Development of “Paradisia” 

 

Armineh Nourbakhsh, M.F.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Stuart Kelban 

 

“Paradisia” is a feature screenplay that is set in Iran during the opening days of 

the 1980-1988 war with Iraq. It follows the story of a young couple in a war-torn border 

town, who, accompanied reluctantly by a random stranger, set off to bury the girl’s 

deceased father before they leave the city. This document is a report on the process of the 

development of the script, from the conception of its original idea, to the formulation of 

its plot, characters and structure, based on my sources of research and inspiration. It 

offers a brief account of the events of the first days of war, and compares and contrasts it 

to what I have chosen to portray in the script. It also lays out the major plot and character 

flaws of the original draft of the story, as were pointed out by my supervisor and readers, 

and demonstrates how I have attempted to address each one of them in order to improve 

the composition of my characters, the organization of the plot, and the consistency of the 

story’s structure. 

 

 

 



 

 v 

Table of Contents 

Chapter 1: Introduction ........................................................................................... 1	  

Chapter 2: Background ........................................................................................... 4	  

Chapter 3: Inspirations .......................................................................................... 10	  

Chapter 4: The First Draft ..................................................................................... 17	  

Chapter 5: The Rewrite ......................................................................................... 25	  

Chapter 6: Conclusion ........................................................................................... 32	  

Appendix A: Sequence outline for the first draft of “Paradisia” .......................... 34	  

Appendix B: Sequence and step outlines for the second draft of “Paradisia” ...... 36	  

  



 

 
1 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

“This is how it was between Hulan and me. She grew a field of hope from a little seed of 

imagination. And although I did not know this, from all my excuses, I began to grow a 

baby… And then the war began.” 

Amy Tan – The Kitchen God’s Wife 

 

Since starting the MFA program, perhaps my biggest insecurity (in addition to 

concerns about my command of English as a non-native speaker) has had to do with 

relatability issues. As an Iranian who had just entered the United States, I was too wary of 

setting my stories in any place other than my home country, or portraying non-Iranian 

characters. However, the convenience of applying the old rule of “tell the story of things 

you know about” did not come without a cost. I was constantly worried about telling 

stories that would confuse my audience with too many cultural references, unfamiliar 

intertextualities and inside jokes, alienating them by centering my stories around subject 

matters that were not of immediate concern to them, and portraying characters or 

employing narrative styles that were foreign, undramatic, or simply incomprehensible to 

them. 

On the other hand, I was worried that by diligently following the rules and models 

of what has come to be known as “mainstream American film”, I would betray the 

authenticity of my stories, cater to the possibly inaccurate expectations of the audience, 

and simply lie for the sake of acceptance or appreciation. 

Perhaps the most significant lesson I have learned during the course of my 

graduate studies is to realize that neither problem is definite or –in case it does occur– 
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inevitable. Nothing exemplifies this better than the development process of my thesis 

script, “Paradisia.” 

I had wanted to write a script about the 1980-1988 war between Iran and Iraq long 

before I was admitted to the program at UT of Austin, not only because, as a result of my 

family’s experiences during the war, it was a subject of great interest to me, but also 

because I had felt it was constantly under- or mis-represented in Iranian movies: as a 

subject of low-budget thrillers that had not succeeded in mustering an adequate budget 

from independent sources and required state funding, as a device to spread propaganda by 

the state, or by the opposition to condemn the state in “counterattack” movies. I wanted 

to present a more truthful image of the war from an Iranian perspective, and the decision 

to write an English-language script for a diversified audience made it a more challenging 

project. 

This document is a report on the creative process of conceiving, developing, 

writing and revising my script. The six chapters included in this report are organized as 

follows: 

Chapter 2 explores the background of war and provides a brief overview of its 

history, setting, and course of events, focusing specifically on the battle of Khorramshahr. 

It also sets up my story against the realities of the battlefield and explains the degree and 

quality of differences between the war I have portrayed in my script and what really 

happened in the city of Khorramshahr. 

Chapter 3 discusses my main inspirations and influences, including personal 

accounts from family and friends, domestic and foreign war movies, and literary sources 

and novels.  

Chapter 4 describes the process of the development of the main characters and 

plot of my story.  
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Chapter 5 discusses the feedback I received on the first draft of my story, and lays 

out the strategies I used to address each of my readers’ concerns.  

Finally, Chapter 6 overviews the previous chapters and the process through which 

I learned to set aside my insecurities and reservations and let my inspirations, the story 

and the characters lead the way.   

I have also included sequence and step outlines for the first and second drafts of 

my script in Appendixes A and B, respectively. 
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Chapter 2: Background 

“Today is only one day in all the days that will ever be. But what will happen in all the 

other days that ever come can depend on what you do today. It's been that way all this 

year. It's been that way so many times. All of war is that way.” 

Ernest Hemingway – For Whom the Bell Tolls 

 

The 1980-1988 war between Iran and Iraq started partly as a result of Saddam 

Hussein’s fear that the 1979 revolution in Iran would instigate a Shiite uprising in his 

country, and partly following disputes over the ownership of a river that functioned as a 

major channel for oil exports to both countries.  

Borderline turbulences had started as early as June ‘79, but the first full-scale 

military invasion took place on September 22, 1980. In addition to Tehran’s main airport 

and several airbases around the country, Iraqi aircrafts bombed a few border towns which 

served as major oil producers and ports. The next day, they began a massive ground 

offensive in order to lay siege to them. The city that suffered the most devastating assault 

was named Khorramshahr.  

Before the war, Khorramshahr was one of the most prosperous cities of Iran. With 

a population of over 200,000 –which was rare in the country in years prior to the baby 

boom of mid-eighties– the city enjoyed a majority upper-middle class and wealthy 

population.  

Khorramshahr was where the war began. In the afternoon of September 22nd 1980, 

the opening salvo was fired into the city by more than a hundred artillery batteries based 

in a border town in Iraq. During the first few hours of the attack, all major government 
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offices and residential areas along the western edge of the city, especially neighborhoods 

close to the main railway station and the nearby medical complex were reduced to rubble. 

That very night, about 500 Iraqi tanks moved in, aiming to take over the Kāroūn 

Bridge that connected Khorramshahr to its neighbor, Abadan. This was the main channel 

through which volunteer forces and briefly trained army conscripts were pouring in to 

defend the city. The residents immediately organized into a scarcely armed militia and 

tried to hinder the progress of Iraqi tanks, but by the early morning of September 23rd, 

most of the outposts around the city had fallen. 

In the next two days, Iraqi forces aimed at cutting off Khorramshahr from all of 

its neighbors. The local resistance succeeded to slow their advancement, but the forces 

eventually accomplished their mission by September 30th. 

The next morning, a large unit of Iraqi commandos entered the city via the 

southern border, followed by several mechanized units. After a bloody battle between the 

Iraqi forces and Iranian anti-tank teams, the tanks retreated to the outskirts of the city. 

This was the first and only victory for the local resistance in what was later to be known 

as “The Battle of Khorramshahr.” 

 The Iraqi forces decided to delay the next assault and remain in the occupied 

territories on the city’s outskirts for a chance to recuperate. Meanwhile, the city was 

constantly shelled in hopes that the local resistance would break and that remaining 

residents would heed evacuation calls.  

On October 14th, the second phase of the siege began with more ground forces 

moving into the city during the night. Facing nothing but young, barely armed foot 

soldiers, they managed to take over most of the makeshift military barracks and advanced 

to the main highway that led to the city’s grand mosque which was functioning as the 

headquarters of all local and volunteer forces. A house-by-house battle began with the 
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local residents, the militia, and what had remained of soldiers, trying to deflect the 

advance of enemy through whatever they could find. 

The city center was effectively under Iraqi control by October 21st. By the early 

hours of October 24th, new forces were dispatched to take over the Kāroūn Bridge as the 

third phase of occupation began. After five hours of vicious fighting, the bridge finally 

fell, and all hopes were lost for Khorramshahr. 

By early October 25th, all that remained of Iranian forces were centered in the 

grand mosque.  Final evacuation calls were issued that day, and in the course of the next 

two days, remaining residents and armed forces began to flee the city through the river. 

Most of them were shelled on their way by Iraqi forces, until a group of young volunteers 

decided to stay behind to provide cover for them. 

On November 10th, having given the residents and armed forces enough time to 

leave –i.e. until– Iran’s air force began a series of strikes on the city in hopes to drive 

away the Iraqis, but it wasn’t until two years later during Operation Bethlehem that Iran 

succeeded to liberate the city, or what had remained of it: a ghost town. 

This was not the end. When Iraqi forces proceeded to occupy other major ports 

such as Abadan and Ahwaz, Iran began to retaliate by bombing Iraq’s eastern cities, and 

the war was no longer in the form of a one-sided invasion. 

*** 

The battle went on for another eight years to become one of the longest wars of 

the twentieth century. About 300,000 Iraqis, and an estimated 1,000,000 Iranians were 

left dead. At least 6,000 Iraqis died in the battle of Khorramshahr alone, and there is no 

clear estimate on the number of Iranian casualties, other than a rough “hundreds of 

thousands.”  
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The war also displaced millions of people, especially from southern and western 

provinces of Iran, and later from the capital, toward safer areas in the north and east. 

Thousands were taken prisoner on both sides, and some did not return home until years 

later.  

*** 

My portrayal of the war was not only limited by mandates of the plot, genre and 

tone of my story, but also by my decision to favor a minimalist and expressionistic view 

of the war over historical accuracy.  

The battle of Khorramshahr, as the name implies, was a full-scale battle and not 

the siege of a city that had promptly been evacuated after the opening assault. Thousands 

of armed forces, militiamen and local volunteers fought for several weeks to resist the 

invasion, and the death toll surged to thousands long before the occupation was final. No 

other battle during the eight years of war ever reached the same level of violence, or 

caused as much devastation.  

For all these reasons, my story should not be interpreted as an accurate or even 

realistic account of the battle. Not only did I use the war as a mere background against 

which somewhat unrelated character conflicts unfolded, but I also dramatically 

downsized it in terms of dimensions, intensity and severity.  

There are some other historical inaccuracies, which, although intentional and 

necessary for the plot, I feel obliged to lay out: 

First, since the Kāroūn Bridge –which has been spelled as Karou in the script for 

easier pronunciation– was the enemy’s first target and the main vessel through which 

Iranian forces entered the city, it would be impossible for any civilian to make it into 

Khorramshahr via the bridge without having to go through violent armed struggle or 

suffer the persistent shelling of Iraq-based artillery batteries.  
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Second, if a group of people were to survive several days of air and ground strikes 

that preceded the first invasion by Iraq’s mechanized divisions, they would have little to 

no hope of making it out of the city. Even with considerable help from armed forces and 

militia on their way across and out of Khorramshahr.  

Third, although reduced to a pile of rubble in the very first day of invasion, the 

city did not turn into a post-apocalyptic ghost town until its final evacuation on 

November 10th, and it wasn’t only then when volunteer forces began to organize for a 

counter-attack. Vicious base-to-base and house-to-house battles continued well into the 

final days of resistance and air and ground assaults never stopped. 

Fourth, by the time the bridge had fallen, local forces were organizing a mass 

evacuation through the river, and it would be impossible for any surviving resident not to 

know about the fall of the bridge, or the impending strike planned by the Iranian air force 

until days later. 

In reality, conditions described in “Paradisia” are more similar to other cities and 

ports of southwestern Iran that were later invaded and besieged: places like Abadan, 

Ahwaz, and Qasr-e-Shirin.  

You might wonder why I chose to set my story in Khorramshahr, or even in Iran 

if I did not want to remain faithful to such historical events and technical details. For me, 

Paradisia is not synonymous with Khorramshahr, but a metaphor for the anxieties and 

dilemmas that its residents –albeit those who were lucky enough to make it out of the city 

on time– had to suffer. The name of the story –as I will later describe in Chapter 4– is 

primarily an homage to the memory of a city that once was, but the story is about a 

people who still are.  

In order to better explain my reasons and motivations for choosing to write a story 

loosely based on the opening days of the Iran-Iraq war, I will have to describe my 
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personal background and the main influences and sources of inspiration that incited the 

genesis of this story. 
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Chapter 3: Inspirations 

“Blast is an odd thing; it is just as likely to have the effect of an embarrassing dream as 

of man’s serious vengeance on man, landing you naked in the street or exposing you in 

your bed or on your lavatory seat to the neighbors’ gaze.” 

Graham Greene – Ministry of Fear 

 

The Iran-Iraq war started four years before I was born and ended four years after. 

Perhaps my only clear memory of the war years –except for a few brief flashes of my 

young uncles and aunts leaving for or coming back from the frontline in khaki military 

uniforms and plaques with patriotic slogans engraved on them– has to do with the day it 

ended. What was incomprehensible –and a little intimidating– for me at the time was the 

thrill with which people, including my family, reacted to news of the ceasefire. In the 

immediate carnival of cheers, hugs and tears that ensued, the real gravity of the anxieties 

of war came to the fore. In a peculiar way, after eight years of staunch patriotism, people 

were happy that they no longer had to be patriotic; that they could just go back to their 

homes and “live their lives.”  

My family had been based in a far safer area of Iran than any other. The Caspian 

province, enclosed between the Caspian sea and the Alborz mountains, far enough from 

major industrial and government establishments, and under the unofficial protection of 

the Soviet army, did not experience a single attack during the eight years of war. But 

even so, the Caspians had had their share of adventures and experiences. When the 

shellings progressed from the oil refineries of the south and Kurdish settlements of the 

west towards the capital, hundreds of thousands of refugees from Tehran and other war-
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torn areas poured into the Caspian province, causing a major exodus of the native 

communities towards the northern shoreline. My family was among them. 

It was just before I was born, but I had occasionally heard the story of their 

journey: my mother –who was at the time heavily pregnant with me– my father, my two 

older sisters, my grandparents, and my seven teenage uncles and aunts had ridden on the 

back of a truck to their new home: a family farm on the coastline where we were to live 

together for the next nine years.  

We had certainly suffered a benign share of the ordeal though. On each side of the 

battle, hundreds of thousands lost their lives, the majority of them civilians. When I later 

talked to my classmates who were born into refugee families, despite being of the same 

age, their recollections of the war greatly surpassed mine both in volume and severity.  

They had seen bombs descend from the night sky “like giant comets,” spent nights in 

overcrowded cement shelters or on the floors of vans which rode into the mountains to 

settle in temporary refugee camps, had witnessed family members die in pools of vomit 

and blood after chemical attacks, under piles of rubble after bomb raids, or from heart 

attacks after seeing their houses crumble to the ground.  

When I asked them why so many of their families delayed evacuation until the 

last hour, I received the same response from all: “But we were just living our lives. It was 

our home, you know. They were the intruders, they must have left, not us.” And so was 

the reasoning of all those who had stayed behind as volunteer fighters. All the 

extravagant slogans, the patriotic war cries, and the bombastic government propaganda 

boiled down to the same line of reasoning on ground zero: we want to go back to living 

our lives the way we used to. In a peculiar way, this reasoning legitimized and 

condemned, radicalized and depoliticized the war at the same time. For people on the 

ground, it was never a war of two countries, two nations, two states or two ideologies, 
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neither was it a matter of tackling imperialism, wreaking revenge, or settling justice, but a 

battle to save their homes. This is why they didn’t expect to “win the war”; a ceasefire 

was just as good an achievement.  

These stories were indeed inspiring to me, but it wasn’t long before I realized 

inspiration was not enough. What I needed was a good reason to tell the story, and by 

good I mean unselfish. Sure, war stories can be relatable. Stories of displacement, 

resistance, sacrifice, and heroism are indeed inspiring, but before they made them to 

inspire, movies were made to entertain.  

At the time I began to cook up my story, I was surrounded by entertaining war 

movies. There was just a slight problem in way of inspiration: they were propaganda 

movies. Since the war was long over, there was no longer any need for propaganda films, 

so propaganda war movies soon replaced them. A whole new subgenre had emerged, 

attracting much publicity and budget, and to be fair, contributing much to the 

enhancement of the local industry, especially in terms of sophisticated visual effects, 

marketing and distribution models. The genre had evolved over the years, but its 

narrative and visual sophistication did not alter the basic black-hat, white-hat, adventure 

movie template that was applied to every plot.  

In early ‘90s, thanks to the Bosnian catastrophe, a fresh outlook on the issue of 

war emerged. Emir Kusturica had always been immensely popular in Iran, and now his 

war comedies were paving the way for war-related black humor in cinema. When Danis 

Tanović’s No Man’s Land won the 2002 Academy Award for best foreign film, it was 

perhaps the widest seen foreign movie of the year in Iran. Other Serbian and Bosnian 

comedies like Srđan Dragojević’s Pretty Village, Pretty Flame (1996) and Jasmin 

Dizdar’s Beautiful People (1999) soon followed suit. What was so attractive about these 

stories was the way they portrayed the war, in all its catastrophic absurdity.  
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Wars, especially those that inflict civilian populations, are not always occasions 

for heroic feats or outbursts of bestial instincts. Faced with the uncertainty of a death that 

a heartbeat ago felt entirely remote, people do crazy things. When deciding to leave, they 

make awkward choices about what to pack and what to discard, what is of value and what 

is to be left behind. When staying, they devise strange strategies to cope with the 

conditions, or sometimes simply refuse to submit to reality. Unlike natural disasters like 

earthquakes or floods, bomb raids are never certain matters of life or death. A bomb that 

descends from an aircraft right above your head might or might not land on a 

neighborhood just far enough from yours, it might or might not be the last bomb for the 

night, the local resistance might or might not be crushed by it, ground forces might or 

might not pour in afterwards, your side of town might or might not be in danger of 

besiegement. This constant uncertainty is the root cause of people’s erratic behavior, and 

this is what these movies masterfully captured and portrayed. 

Soon, Iranian directors were learning to have a laugh at the war, too. Directors 

like Kamal Tabrizi, Peyman Qasemkhani, and even former propagandists such as Ibrahim 

Hatami-Kia and Masoud Deh-Namaki started to make war comedies, which, although a 

major step forward for the industry, failed to grasp the psycho-ideological undertones of 

the Bosnian war cinema. Moreover, as a latent civil war, the issues with which Bosnian 

movies concerned themselves –issues of identity, xenophobia, solidarity, and alienation 

from one’s own nation– were rarely present or of concern in Iranian versions. 

There was a different arena where the war was being treated seriously (and by 

seriously, I mean as a subject). As had always been the case, literature proved to be a step 

ahead of cinema in Iran. Writers such as Ahmad Dehqan and Dauvood Ghaffarzadegan 

published personal accounts of their war experience, and a new tradition soon evolved. 

Even publishers like Hawzah, which had always been known as the mouthpiece of the 
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government, were publishing accurate or at least realistic accounts of the frontline by mid 

‘90s, mostly written by former army rank and file. Ironically, the only people who still 

insisted on writing plain propaganda novellas such as Makhmalbaf and Deh-Namaki 

were filmmakers by profession. 

In popular literature, Esmaeil Fasih was a well-known novelist who had long been 

regarded as a B-grade writer of crime and mystery novels by critics. But he proved to be 

the first figure in Iran’s modernist literature to incorporate the war with Iraq into his 

novels, mostly as a setting, but occasionally as a narrative and thematic device as well. 

Like many other writers of contemporary Iran, he was a civil servant by 

profession, and just before the war started, happened to serve as chief engineer at an oil 

refinery in southern Iran. After suffering a stroke, he lapsed into a month-long coma 

during which the war began. Fasih woke up to find the world upside down, the city in 

ruins, and the hospital in absolute chaos. In the desperate conditions that followed the 

bombing of Abadan, he immediately switched roles from patient to volunteer nurse until 

an injury forced him to return to Tehran, where he continued to pursue his secondary 

career as a writer, but this time with a slight shift in tone and style. 

Every story Fasih wrote ever since was infused with his surreal wartime 

experiences. He continued his mystery/drama tradition, but using the war setting as a 

complicating factor in novels such as “Winter of ’83,” he explored a post-apocalyptic 

society –post-apocalyptic in the most somber, realistic, and un-fantastical sense of the 

term– where the normal state of affairs had not been quite dismantled but deformed, 

social norms not abolished but twisted, and class hierarchies not shattered but shuffled by 

the trauma of war. Like his Bosnian counterparts, Fasih was adamant to lay bare the 

consequences of the anxieties of war. 
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However, there was one exception to this new trope in Fasih’s novels. “Sorayya 

dar eqma,” is perhaps Fasih’s most personal work, so much so that it was labeled a semi-

autobiographical account by many critics. It is also his least thrilling, most 

straightforward, and bleakest story. Translated into English by Fasih himself as “Sorayya 

in a Coma,” it tells the story of Fasih’s alter-ego, Djalal Arian, who travels to France in 

the midst of the Iran-Iraq war to take care of his young niece, who, while studying in 

Paris, has slipped into a coma after a bicycle accident. When mingling with the exiled 

community of old friends doesn’t help Djalal in hustling the excessive hospital bills, he 

gradually plunges into a depression which triggers memories of his time as a volunteer 

nurse at a hospital based in southern oil refineries in the first months of war. 

Djalal’s memories are Fasih’s most realistic accounts of the war –most probably 

because they are closely based on his personal experiences– and at the same time the 

most surreal. Many of the injuries and deaths he recalls are caused by anything but rocket 

attacks and shrapnel wounds. They include a young soldier who has tried to commit 

suicide by slashing his own throat after shooting his brother by mistake, an old gardener 

who is hit by a falling water tank during an air raid after he refuses to leave the city, and a 

university student who suffers an asthma attack after panicking about an injury. For 

Fasih, it’s not people who go crazy in a war, but it’s their reality, the world around them, 

even the whole cosmos that does.  

What is most striking in “Sorayya in a Coma” is the fact that all of these traumatic 

experiences are recounted with an air of melancholic nostalgia. When Djalal’s sense of 

alienation and displacement overwhelms him, he takes refuge in his memories of war. 

This is different from stories of PTSDed soldiers who no longer feel at home after 

returning from the battlefield, and only find solace in recreating their wartime 

experiences. Djalal’s nostalgia is of a different kind. For him, Abadan is not a random 
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war front to which he is bound merely though his traumatic experiences, but it is, and has 

long been home. He knows its every street and landmark, its local dialect, climate, and 

culture. It is the only place to which he really belongs, and the most agonizing fact for 

him is that –at least theoretically– it no longer exists. He pretends not to understand when 

the old gardener refuses to leave the city, but reacts the same way when his own time 

comes. In a way, he agrees with what my exiled classmates told me time and again: “It 

was our home, how could we just leave?”  

*** 

Every movie is about a battle, sure. If one approaches writing with this sensibility, 

movies that are set during wars must be easiest to write: clear goals, high stakes, and 

much room for character growth as well as physical action. But wars, when set as the 

background of a story, can also be great occasions for exploring such themes as nostalgia, 

revenge, reconciliation, coming of age, and learning to let go; themes and human 

emotions that artists like Kusturica, Dehqan and Fasih portrayed in their works. It was 

with this attitude that I began to write the first draft of my script.  
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Chapter 4: The First Draft 

“Fear and panic and anxiety and all those bad feelings… the feeling that what’s bound to 

come, you can’t stop… And it’s the same for everyone… Past a limit of misery, or of 

happiness, everyone becomes the same and you can’t distinguish them anymore. You 

can’t say the good guy from the bad…  because everyone’s the same.” 

Esmaeil Fasih – Soraya in a Coma 

 

When I started to outline the first draft of my script as a course project, I was 

looking for a balanced concoction of what I had liked about all of the stories I had read or 

heard about people’s struggles during the Iran-Iraq war: Fasih’s, Dehqan’s, 

Ghaffarzadegan’s, my classmates’, and of course, my family’s. I chose to base the main 

storyline on my family’s experience for multiple reasons. First, theirs was the one I knew 

most about, and in case the development of the story required further research, I could 

obtain information rather conveniently. Their journey was also adaptable in the form of a 

road trip, the format which, due to my insecurities about portraying a wholesome world 

set in Iran that would make sense to non-Iranian audiences, I felt most confident writing 

in. When you write a road trip, you create most of the world from scratch with little need 

for technical detail; after all, highways and roads are more or less the same in every part 

of the world.  

Last but not least, their story was closest to my heart for obvious reasons. Even 

though I did not know anything about the actual events, I was technically “present” 

throughout the journey.  

I realized however, that it was risky to adapt my own family’s story for the exact 

same reasons. Having open access to information, I could get caught up in too much 
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detail and sacrifice the dramatic structure of the story for the sake of accuracy. The 

convenience of the road trip format could come at the cost of an episodic, unwholesome, 

and anticlimactic plot trajectory. And the fact that I felt strongly about the story could 

hinder the revision and polishing process.   

In order to tackle these problems, I had to develop a main focus for my story, set a 

clear goal and direction for my plot, and begin to modify the cast of characters 

accordingly. Here is where I turned to my cinematic and literary sources. Inspired by 

Fasih’s works, I chose to use the war merely as a background against which a deep-seated 

conflict between reason and emotion, providence and nostalgia unfolded. What if there 

were two people stuck in a besieged city, one eager to save her life and one too bound to 

the place to leave? In this case, my large cast of seven uncles and aunts, two 

grandparents, two parents and two children had to be cut down to only two. And I 

immediately knew the best choices were my mother and my oldest aunt.  

My mother had been the perfect daughter. She had been a good student at school 

and a good homemaker at home, married the man her parents chose for her, and stayed in 

her hometown all her life. She was an elementary school teacher, a rather safe profession 

that allowed her to maintain her financial independence at the same time.  

My aunt on the other hand, had done everything to displease her parents. When in 

high school, she had transferred to a boarding school far from home as soon as she could 

get an admission, and later entered a nursing college despite her parents’ objections. 

When the war began, my aunt who was eighteen at the time had enlisted and was 

immediately sent to a border town to serve as a volunteer nurse, much to my 

grandparents’ dismay. She later returned home on a brief break, only to find her family in 

a rush to join the evacuation caravans.  
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Fortunately for my aunt, she had the backup of her family, and my mother was 

too concerned about her children to get into any conflict with her. But had my aunt been 

on her own, and had my mother not been married with children, I am certain there would 

be a major dispute between them. My mother would have wanted to stay for as long as 

possible, while my aunt who was way too familiar with the consequences of delaying the 

evacuation, would have insisted on leaving quickly. 

Stripping away the rest of the characters thus seemed necessary to limit the focus 

to the two sisters, but it also threatened to wash away the stakes. What did the sisters 

have to lose if they didn’t reach an agreement? Why did they have to stay together? Why 

couldn’t one leave and one stay behind?  

I thus chose to add one more character to the cast to raise the stakes and also to 

bind the sisters together. It could be a child, as had been the case with the actual events. 

But a child would not work for my story for multiple reasons. First, if one of the sisters 

had a child, she had to be the one who insisted on leaving, otherwise there would be 

major likeability issues, or even worse, the audience would question her sanity. If she 

was the one who wanted to leave, then other issues would come up. Stereotypical as it 

may sound, having a child could go against her image as a free-spirited, nontraditional 

young woman who had chosen to spend her life away from home than follow her parents’ 

lead. More importantly, it still undermined the likeability of the other sister. If the life of 

her niece or nephew was at stake, why would she insist on staying? In general, a child 

was too high a stake for any conflict to exist. 

A parent on the other hand, especially an old parent, could work just fine. Parents 

can be as dependent on their children as children are on them, either through sickness, 

senility, or emotional insecurities. A parent’s insistence on staying could be the main 

cause of the conflict between the sisters. Moreover, he could be the missing link in the 
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history of the sisters’ antagonism, the reason behind the sisters’ different attitudes and 

personalities.  

I thus chose to add a father instead of a child as a secondary character. In order to 

make him physically dependent on his daughters, I had to introduce a disability. A senile 

character was one possibility, but in order for him to be disabled as a result of senility, he 

had to be really old. On the other hand, his daughters had to be of relatively young age, 

otherwise their feud would seem too immature for the occasion, and their characters too 

childish. The problem was, I was trying to portray a normal, average, lower-middle class 

family in Iran in the early ‘80s, which meant I could not have a really old father with two 

young daughters. This would imply that he had married a much younger woman at a 

relatively old age, which was typical of the wealthier classes of the society, who probably 

never had to deal with the difficulties of war, since most of them had already fled to 

Europe. 

In order to solve this dilemma, I decided to have a middle-aged father and modify 

the details accordingly. What would a common disability for a middle-aged man be? I 

immediately thought of partial paralysis caused by a stroke. This not only bound the 

father to his daughters, but also made room for them to express their professional skills. 

The elementary school teacher would matronize him, provide emotional support, and try 

to protect him from the outside world, while the nurse would try to take care of his 

physical condition using her medical skills.  

But a stroke had other implications, and as it turned out, potentials. Thinking of a 

stroke inevitably reminded me of Fasih’s biography. He had been admitted to a hospital 

after suffering one, and when he came out of his coma, his life was never the same. I 

imagined the father going through the same process, slipping into a long sleep and 
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waking up to find his world turned upside down, his city in ruins, and his home 

destroyed. 

But of course, for me the father did not matter as much as the daughters did. How 

would they react if their father woke up from a long coma in the middle of a devastating 

war? The sister who insisted on leaving would probably try to tell him the truth, but the 

one who wanted to stay, who wanted things to remain the same, the one who hadn’t quite 

accepted the reality of her life yet, what would she do? Wouldn’t she try to conceal the 

truth from her father?  

Suddenly everything seemed to click. If the main conflict was between rationality 

and nostalgia, between learning to let go and staying loyal to your roots, the father was its 

perfect embodiment. Having to hide the truth from him added a new layer of conflict, and 

since I was going for a dual-protagonist plot, also worked perfectly for interchanging the 

sisters’ character arcs. Through caring for the father, the rational sister could regain a part 

of her lost love and respect for her family and learn to think like her sibling. The 

nostalgic sister on the other hand, through coming to terms with her father’s disability, 

could learn to accept the reality and make rational decisions. 

But there was still more to think about. Writers are usually advised to get rid of 

characters who do not have an implication or serve a clear function for the plot. But when 

it comes to established social units like a family, things are different. As my classmates 

pointed out when we first workshopped the initial outline of my script, having two sisters 

and a father immediately implied a missing link: the mother. The audience was going to 

wonder where she was no matter what. Even if there was no room for her in the plot, she 

was implicated in the sisters’ relationship and conflict, and had to be mentioned, directly 

or indirectly, somewhere in the story.  
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I order to bring the mother into the game I decided to use her as the (missing) 

balancing force against the father. If the father represented nostalgia, she –or her 

memory– had to represent foresight; if he was an emotionally dependent parent, she had 

to be strong-willed; if the elementary school teacher was her dad’s girl, the nurse had to 

be close to her mom.  

This also gave me an opportunity to further explore and develop the reason 

behind the nurse’s departure from her hometown years ago. What if the mother had died, 

and she had blamed the father for it? Or if she had left simply because she could not bear 

living with her sister and father without having her mother’s support? This way I could 

keep the mother away from the main plotline, and use her only at the right character 

moments. 

There was one more change I had to make before I could start to outline my story 

in detail. My family had migrated from their hometown, not because it was occupied by 

Iraqi forces, but because with the arrival of masses of refugees from around the country, 

local residents were encouraged to give up their properties to them and stay with other 

relatives until the war was over. This was an interesting situation, and its voluntariness 

could have major character implications, but its appeal did not come without a cost.  

If the sisters were torn between giving up their home to refugees and keeping it to 

themselves, which one would take which side? Suppose the rational sister insisted on 

staying, and the sentimental sister decided to give up the house; wouldn’t it go against 

their personalities and their attitude toward their family? If the house represented the 

sisters’ past, why would the elementary school teacher –i.e. the sister who is bound to her 

family– want to let go? And why would the nurse –i.e. the sister who has been away for a 

long time– care enough to stay? Moreover, if she is a volunteer nurse, wouldn’t she have 

enough patriotic sentiments to want to sacrifice the house for the sake of refugees? 
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Of course, the roles could be switched. The nurse could insist on giving up the 

house and the teacher could press for staying, but then the conflict would no longer be 

about rationality and sentimentality, or about the fear of and the acceptance to change. It 

would be about selfishness and sacrifice. This was not what I had intended to portray. 

There was something about the connection between nostalgia and the will to stay at home 

that I did not want to disturb. Besides, forced evacuation as a result of occupation was a 

trickier situation, and produced more tension and higher risk for the family. So I decided 

to set the story in a besieged city instead of a refugee camp. But which city?  

For me it’s always tempting to create my own setting, in my own imaginary world 

and my own imaginary town. But I was portraying a real war set in a real country, and I 

did want to have my feet on the ground, so I chose Khorramshahr. 

The story of the occupation and liberation of Khorramshahr is inspiring to every 

Iranian who has any memory of the war with Iraq. This is where the war started, where 

the longest civilian resistance against occupying forces took place, and where the most 

significant victory during the eight-year war was ultimately achieved. It is the place 

people think and talk about when they reminisce about the most traumatic or the most 

exhilarating moments of the war. Its wartime history is known to every Iranian in great 

detail, and the story of its three-day occupation is a thrilling framework for a war movie. 

In addition to its symbolic significance, the name “Khorramshahr” has an ironic 

meaning, considering the city’s history. In Farsi, “shahr” is a suffix meaning place or 

city, and “khorram” means green or lush. “Khorramshahr” thus means a beautiful city, or 

paradise. When Iraqi chieftain tanks bulldozed the entire residential area during the war, 

people started to call the city “Khuninshahr,” or city of blood.  

I decided to set my story in Khorramshahr, or as I referred to it, “Paradisia.” 

*** 
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Having set the main parameters of my story, the only remaining step was to 

develop a wholesome plot that used the family drama as its primary, and the war as its 

secondary conflict. I have included a brief sequence outline for the first draft of my script 

in Appendix A.  
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Chapter 5: The Rewrite 

“In all the trade of war, no feat 

���Is nobler than a brave retreat.” 

Samuel Butler – Hudibras  

 

By the time I finished the first draft of my script, I knew I wanted it to be my 

master’s project, not only because I felt strongly about it and wanted to develop it into a 

better script, but also because I knew it was not quite working yet.  

Indeed, the feedback I received from my project supervisor, my classmates, and 

my course instructor reflected my concerns. I could classify the issues they mentioned 

under four major plot and character flaws: 

First, my readers complained that they were confused by, and wanted to know 

more about the reasons behind the two sisters’ animosity. It was never quite clear to them 

why and through what experiences the sisters had grown to be so different in opinion, 

personality and attitude toward their family, why the younger sister had left the family 

many years ago, or why the older sister was so angry at her because of it. Occasionally 

when the reasons were explained, it was through expositional and undermotivated 

dialogue rather than effective visuals or dramatic beats that advanced the plot. 

Second, my readers suggested that I had under- or mis-used the character of the 

father. He was too passive and absent throughout the story, and although the sisters 

constantly challenged each other on how to take care of him, he was barely in the picture. 

This undermined his significance and made my readers wonder about the stakes.  

Third, they mentioned that occasionally, some supporting characters were more 

engaging, active and interesting than my leads. For instance, the fate of the manager of a 
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bus terminal named TAKAFI whom I had included as a mentor/catalyst figure had felt 

more important to them than the fate of the sisters. Similarly, they remarked that they 

were more invested in a teenager named ESSI who starts out as a wandering looter but is 

later revealed to be a volunteer soldier. He was also intended to be no more than a 

catalyst for the sisters’ character arc, but had engaged the readers more than they did. 

Fourth, my readers pointed out that my plot felt episodic and that I had failed to 

consistently escalate the conflict and tension throughout the second act.  

After carefully examining each of these points, I realized that my readers were 

very right in their concerns. Every one of their complaints reflected a major flaw in my 

story or character development. But fortunately for me, since the comments were specific 

and accurate, I could find fixes for every one of them: 

The sisters’ conflict was initiated by the death of their mother, so the ambiguity of 

their animosity could be a sign that her character was not well developed or was not 

serving her function. This was indeed the case. I had intended for her to counterbalance 

the figure of the father through her strength and independence. At the same time, I 

wanted her to be dead, not only to take her out of the plot, but also to set up the trauma 

that initiated the alienation of the sisters. Here’s where the problem lay: death and 

strength simply went against each other.  

Often when the mother was mentioned, whether in dialogues or through 

flashbacks, she was at the weakest point of her life: pale, cancer-stricken and bedridden. 

There were few flashbacks that showed her before her illness, but they were not from the 

sisters’ perspective. I immediately knew if I wanted the mother to work, I had to keep her 

alive and at the same time absent. The solution was simple: she had to have left the 

family. The more traumatic her estrangement for the sisters, the more complicated their 

conflict would be. It was also easier for them to blame their mother’s estrangement on 
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their father than her death from cancer about which he probably could not have done 

much. 

This immediately pointed me to the second major flaw of my story: the figure of 

the father. I started to wonder about the reasons I had inadvertently kept him away from 

my audience. Was it because he was underdeveloped as a character, was it because I 

wanted to focus on the sisters only, or was it because I simply didn’t know what to do 

with him? It didn’t take me long to discover the answer: the problem had to do with his 

very function, since his function was an undramatic one, or merely a non-function. In 

order to work for the story, he had to be week, passive, dependent, or simply 

uninteresting, so much so that I started to wonder whether he needed to be alive at all. If 

the strength of the mother could only be redeemed through her survival, shouldn’t the 

weakness of the father be portrayed through his death? 

Of course, if I were to kill the father, my plot had to suffer from immediate 

consequences, which I needed to address before confirming my position. First of all, a 

dead man was way less significant than an alive and dying one. If the father’s life were 

no longer at stake, then the sister’s dispute over whether to stay or to leave would seem 

unnecessary, selfish and immature. Moreover, it would be a major missed opportunity for 

the younger sister. Her character arc would not be complete without making peace with 

her father before his death. The older sister would also have to face the harsh moment of 

truth too soon, before gradually learning to let go. Simply put, the death of the father 

would break all family ties in the story without setting up a compelling conflict. 

It wasn’t long before I realized this was all a blessing in disguise. Family dramas 

are similar to romantic dramas, albeit excluding the romance. Family members are each 

other’s non-romantic love interests, with a long and sophisticated history: in most family 

dramas, a family gets back together for an occasion, they fight and break up, and then fall 
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back in love and learn to appreciate what they have. If family dramas can be modeled 

after romantic stories, why can’t the opposite be true? 

Based on the comments I had received about the ambiguity of the sisters’ 

relationship, I began to wonder whether their story would work better if they were love 

interests. What if they were a young boy and girl whose romance was interrupted by the 

war and by the subsequent death of the girl’s father? In that case, the girl’s insistence on 

staying would make more sense: she would probably want to bury her father in his own 

hometown, his birthplace, before leaving the city. This would put the boy in a difficult 

situation: whether to save his own life and lose the girl, or stay with her to prove his 

love? A love story could also be more relatable and straightforward, and the goal would 

be clearer, so I decided to follow this new direction.  

However, the father’s death had another major implication that required 

additional modification. In the first draft of the story there was a subplot involving the 

concealment of truth from the father, which, although underdeveloped and occasionally 

rather implausible, was a major character-defining process for both of the sisters. Since 

their journey was about learning to cope with reality, this subplot was something I 

couldn’t do away with. It had to be projected in some other way. 

Fortunately, the third major flaw of my story required a fix that resolved this issue 

as well. I started to think about why my secondary characters had occasionally felt more 

engaging than my leads. I could imagine a few reasons. Perhaps their goals were more 

compelling than two sisters’ (Takafi was trying to save his life and Essi was trying to get 

to the volunteer camps to fight for his town). Perhaps for the same reasons, they were 

also more likeable than the two sisters. Takafi’s plain rationality contrasted the older 

sister’s foolish insistence on staying at the war-torn city, and Essi’s selfless courage 

undermined the younger sister’s selfish insistence on escaping.  
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But most importantly, Takafi and Essi’s fate was so important to my audience 

perhaps because I hadn’t revealed it to them. Their subplots had an air of mystery that 

made them more attractive to my audience. Moreover, since their subplots did not have a 

major pay off and did not help advance the main plot in any significant way, they 

undermined the story of the sisters.  

This made me wonder why I had introduced Takafi and Essi in the first place. If 

they did not serve a major function, why did I need them anyway? The answer was pretty 

revealing. Takafi and Essi were supposed to serve as mentors for the sisters. And why did 

the sisters need mentors like Takafi and Essi? Because the real mentor figure was not 

capable of doing his job. The weakness of the father had created a vacuum that only these 

characters could fill.  In the absence of a strong father figure, I had unintentionally 

created other characters to fill his void.  

This was an intriguing discovery, and compelled me to rethink my cast of 

characters. If I wanted the father to die early into the story, and if I wanted the main 

characters to be lovers instead of sisters, then what would a mentor figure be like? How 

important should he be? And what kind of payoff should he have for the story? 

It wasn’t hard to find the answer to the first question. A mentor had to contrast the 

father in all aspects. If the father was weak, he had to be strong, if the father was 

sentimental or cruel, he had to be rational and kind, if the father had failed to protect his 

family and his daughter from the harsh realities of life, he had to be protective. In other 

words, he had to be everything the father had failed to be: the image of a perfect dad.  

Of course, the mentor had to have his own flaws too, but flaws that did not come 

out until later, around the lowest point of the story. He could have his own weaknesses, 

be sentimental, irrational or cruel in his own ways, and make mistakes as detrimental as 

the real father had.  
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But what would trigger the revelation of the mentor’s weaknesses? This is where 

the subplot that I earlier left unresolved came to help: the concealment of truth. What if it 

was not the father who was being lied to, but the mentor? What if instead of keeping the 

truth from her father, the girl kept something from the mentor, the revelation of which 

drove him to expose all of his weaknesses? Of course, this meant that he could no longer 

be a mere supporting character. His role was too important and his arc too significant. I 

decided to turn Takafi into a leading character and give him the role of the mentor. Essi 

also remained in the story, but merely as a catalyst.  

Now I felt like I had too many leading roles for my story: the girl, the boy, and 

Takafi. This was especially risky because my readers had pointed out that my plot was 

too episodic. Having to explore more character trajectories only increased the risk of a 

disconnected plotline.  

In order to tackle this problem, I devised a straightforward plan: I approached the 

feature script as a collection of four interconnected half-hour shorts with the same cast. In 

the first short all characters met each other and set off on the journey to bury the girl’s 

father. In each of the next shorts, one of them learned something big and changed in a 

major way:  

• In the second short, the boy learned that the girl had been lying to him and 

left her. 

• In the third short Takafi also learned that the girl had been lying to him 

and exposed his major weakness, revealing that he was no different from 

her father. 

• In the fourth and final short, the girl realized that she could no longer go 

on lying to herself and to others, and learned to cope with reality, finally 

deciding to leave the city. 
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This allowed me to focus on every major block of the script and every character 

arc without letting the subplots and arcs undermine one another. In order to maintain the 

interconnectivity of the plots and arcs, and also to make sure that the tension constantly 

escalated, I set a few rules for my shorts: 

• Each short had to strictly follow the three-act structure, and have a 

compelling beginning, middle and end. 

• Each short had to immediately follow the previous one, using the closing 

scene of the last short as a new launching point. 

• Each short could refer to the events that had occurred in the previous ones, 

but also had to maintain a level of narrative autonomy. If a person only 

saw a particular short, he was supposed to be able to make sense of it, and 

be capable of describing what he had watched by a brief logline. 

• Each short had to be darker, more intense, and faster-paced than the 

previous ones, so that if different people saw different individual shorts, 

they would express their tones in different ways, e.g. as dark comedy, road 

trip, drama, and war film.   

*** 

Using these guidelines, I began to write the new version of Paradisia. Although it 

was a substantive rewrite, I felt compelled to address all major flaws that had been 

correctly pointed out by my classmates and professors. The compilation of four shorts 

proved to be a fun and useful strategy as it kept me well oriented and focused throughout 

the process. In order to maintain the coherence of the plot, after compiling the four shorts 

into a feature, I did a brief final rewrite. Appendix B includes a detailed sequence and 

step outline for the final version of Paradisia. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

“War is like love, it always finds a way.” 

Bertolt Brecht – Mother Courage and Her Children 

 

Spending two years at the University of Texas at Austin as a student of 

screenwriting has been a surreal experience for me. Professionally, it was the most 

challenging and yet the most fascinating exercise in developing my writing skills, from 

brainstorming, outlining and expanding ideas, workshopping them and learning to give, 

receive, analyze and address constructive feedback to learning to work in teams and 

developing projects that were based on the collective contribution of a group of creative 

artists. 

Emotionally and personally, this was simply a dream come true. If I were asked to 

express what I considered to be my biggest achievement in the course of the last two 

years, admission into the program would still make the top of my list. But what would 

soon follow would be a long list of reservations, doubts and insecurities and that I never 

thought I would be able to overcome, as a screenwriter, or even as a storyteller. 

While writing “Paradisia”, for the first time in my life, I felt confident about 

telling a story that was set in my home country to a diversified audience. With the 

persistent help of my professors, mentors and peers, I had eventually learned that while it 

was important to remain true to the spirit of events that had taken place during the eight-

year war between Iran and Iraq, there was nothing specifically Iranian or American about 

the process of outlining, writing and revising my story.  
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After all, movies are made to entertain, and an entertainer, as long as she does not 

get caught up in politics of language and communication, can do her job with the same 

set of tools as everyone else.  
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Appendix A: Sequence outline for the first draft of “Paradisia” 

Logline: In the opening days of the Iran-Iraq war, two estranged sisters from a 

border town have to reunite to flee the city, while trying to pretend that it’s nothing but a 

causal trip for the sake of their ailing father. 

 

Characters: 

Father: Momo – retired elementary school teacher 

Oldest sister: Jasmine (a.k.a Jaas) – elementary school teacher of Arabic 

Younger sister: Miriam – nurse 

Teenager: Ishmael (a.k.a Essi) – wandering looter 

Middle-aged man: Takafi – bus terminal manager 
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Sequence outline: 
ACT I ACT II ACT III 

Seq1 Seq2 Seq3 Seq4 Seq5 Seq6 Seq7 Seq8 
Miriam’s 
return 

A house no 
more 

Leaving it 
behind 

Essi Bad news Momo’s 
death 

The reunion The 
escape 

Momo’s in 
a coma; 
dreams of 
home. 
 
War is 
imminent. 
Jaas 
refuses to 
believe it. 
 
The war 
breaks out. 
 
Takafi is 
escaping.  
Miriam 
returns. 
Borrows 
his car to 
look for 
her family. 
 
The house 
is empty. 
Jaas finds 
Miriam, 
isn’t very 
welcoming. 

Jaas keeps 
Momo in 
underground 
shelter, 
waiting for 
the war to 
end. 
 
Miriam 
insists they 
must leave. 
Jaas kicks 
her out. 
 
Miriam sees 
Essi loot 
their house. 
Chases him 
away. 
 
An air-raid. 
The house is 
bombed. 
Momo 
wakes up. 
 
Jaas agrees 
to come 
with 
Miriam, if 
she hides 
the truth. 

They turn 
the car into 
an 
ambulance 
so Momo 
cannot see 
the world 
outside. Tell 
him they are 
going on a 
trip. Set off. 
 
Their radio 
is gone. 
They can’t 
find their 
way. 
 
Essi is stuck 
at the bus 
terminal. 
Runs into 
the sisters. 
They are 
attacked by 
snipers, flee. 
 
Miriam 
recognizes 
Essi. He 
begs them to 
take him in, 
claims he 
knows the 
way out. 

Momo 
dreams of 
his wife. 
Essi 
connects 
with 
Miriam. 
 
Essi leads 
them to a 
railway 
station. 
It’s not 
the way 
out but a 
volunteer 
camp. 
 
Miriam is 
furious. 
Essi tells 
his story: 
retaliating 
the death 
of his 
family. 
Miriam’s 
adamant 
to save 
hers. They 
only have 
‘till 
midnight. 

They 
arrive at a 
cemetery. 
Jaas 
forces 
Miriam to 
face her 
mother’s 
grave. 
 
Tanks 
pour in. 
They flee 
in the 
dark. 
Miriam 
finds the 
way out, 
but before 
she can 
make it: 
 
Momo 
slips back 
into coma. 
Miriam 
has to 
rush, runs 
over a 
man on 
the road.  

The man 
is Takafi. 
Tells 
them the 
only way 
out is the 
bridge.  
 
The 
bridge has 
fallen. 
They are 
attacked 
by foot 
soldiers. 
Flee. 
 
They find 
a fishing 
boat. 
Decide to 
escape 
through 
water. 
 
Momo 
wakes up. 
Says 
goodbye 
to 
Miriam, 
dies. 

Jaas doesn’t 
want to 
leave 
before she 
buries 
Momo in 
his 
hometown. 
Miriam 
stays with 
her. Takafi 
leaves. 
 
Jaas is 
furious 
Miriam 
didn’t let 
her say 
goodbye to 
Momo. 
Doesn’t 
want to see 
her again. 
 
Miriam has 
a dream 
about Essi. 
Knows she 
wants to 
stay and 
save her 
sister. 

The sisters 
fight and 
reunite 
over their 
parents’ 
deaths. 
 
They 
build a 
raft and 
carry 
Momo’s 
body into 
the water. 
 
They 
survive 
sniper 
attacks by 
soldiers, 
but have 
to let 
Momo’s 
body go. 
 
They flee 
the city, 
letting 
their 
father 
drown in 
the river. 
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Appendix B: Sequence and step outlines for the second draft of 
“Paradisia” 

Logline: In the wreckage of a war-ridden ghost town, a dejected middle-aged 

man agrees to marry two young lovers, but things turn sour when an air raid interrupts the 

humble wedding ceremony. 

 

Characters: 

Middle-aged man: Takafi – former college professor 

Bride: Miriam 

Groom: Mauri 

Young man: Essi – volunteer soldier 

Old man: Momo – Miriam’s father, dead 
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Sequence outline: 
ACT I ACT II ACT III 

First short Second short Third short Fourth short 
Seq1 Seq2 Seq3 Seq4 Seq5 Seq6 Seq7 Seq8 

The 
request 

The death The break up The real 
break up 

The 
revelation 

The 
funeral 

The 
reconciliation 

The real 
funeral 

Miriam 
and Mauri 
“buy” a 
dress. 
 
They ask 
Sara to 
marry 
them. She 
declines, 
leaves. 
 
Takafi 
arrives. 
Takes 
them 
home. 
Doesn’t 
want to 
marry 
them. 
 
Takafi 
goes 
home. 
Finds 
Sara 
gone. 
Changes 
his mind. 

Miriam 
and Mauri 
prepare 
Takafi for 
the 
ceremony. 
 
Essi tries 
to steal 
Takafi’s 
car.  
 
An air 
raid. Essi 
warns 
them, 
interrupts 
the 
wedding. 
 
All flee. 
Momo has 
a stroke, 
dies. 
 
Miriam 
demands 
to bury 
Momo 
before 
leaving 
the city. 

They set off. 
Miriam takes 
the lead. 
 
Miriam and 
Mauri fight. 
Miriam leads 
them to the 
bridal shop. 
Tries to 
return her 
dress. 
 
Takafi 
encourages 
Mauri to 
resist. He 
obeys. 

Another 
air raid 
starts. Essi 
exposes 
himself, 
saves 
everyone. 
 
Essi 
reveals 
that 
Miriam is 
taking 
them to 
the line of 
fire.  
 
Mauri is 
furious 
about 
Miriam’s 
lies. 
Leaves. 
Essi 
chases 
after him. 

Tanks 
pour in. 
Takafi and 
Miriam 
escape in 
the car. 
 
Takafi 
tries to 
calm 
Miriam 
down, 
promises 
to stay 
with her. 
 
Miriam 
shows 
Sara’s 
picture to 
Takafi. 
Tells him 
it’s her 
mother.  
 
 

They run 
out of gas, 
have to 
walk to 
the 
cemetery. 
 
Furious, 
Takafi 
drags 
Miriam to 
the 
graveyard. 
She can’t 
find her 
mother’s 
grave. 
Breaks 
down, 
confesses. 
 
Takafi 
goes 
looking 
for gas. 
Miriam 
flees in 
his car. 
 
 
 

Mauri joins 
the volunteer 
forces instead 
of Essi (he’s 
dead). 
 
Miriam goes 
looking for 
Mauri. Finds 
Essi’s 
unidentifiable 
body. Thinks 
it’s Mauri. 
 
Takafi has a 
nightmare 
about Sara. 
Wakes up to 
find the 
cemetery 
occupied by 
foot soldiers. 
Goes looking 
for Miriam. 
 
Miriam runs 
into Takafi 
on the way 
back. They 
reconcile. 

They try to 
flee 
through the 
river. It is 
in enemy 
hands. 
 
They 
decide to 
surrender. 
Takafi 
suggests 
“burying” 
Momo 
first. 
 
Takafi tries 
to drown 
himself. 
Miriam 
begs him 
not to. 
 
He stays. 
They 
surrender. 
 
The local 
volunteers 
save them. 
The bride 
and groom 
reconcile. 
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Step outline: 
 
#1: THE DRESS 
MIRIAM (20) tries on a white wedding gown. She doesn’t quite like it, but MAURI (20), 
her fiancé, thinks it looks great. As they take the dress and exit the shop, we realize it has 
been partially destroyed by a bomb. Miriam and Mauri step into a deserted, war-ridden 
street. 
 
#2: SARA 
SARA (40) picks up the young couple in her car. Once they realize she is leaving the 
city, they ask her to wait and marry them. She declines and leaves, in a hurry to catch the 
last evacuation caravan. 
 
#3: TAKAFI 
 Just as Sara leaves, TAKAFI (42) enters the city. He runs into the couple and picks them 
up. They ask him for the same favor, but he only agrees to give them a ride back home. 
ESSI (28), a wandering thief is hiding in the front yard of Miriam’s house. 
 
#4: MOMO 
At Miriam’s place, we realize why the young couple is in such a hurry to get married: 
MOMO (60s), the girl’s father, is on his deathbed. They decide to go on with their 
wedding plans despite the lack of a witness. 
 
#5: TAKAFI’S CALL 
Takafi pays a visit to his old place at the town, hoping to find his estranged wife. She’s 
gone. 
 
#6: THE WEDDING 
Takafi goes back to the couple and agrees to marry them. They prepare for the ceremony.  
 
#7: THE RAID 
Outside, ESSI (28) steals Takafi’s car, but before driving away, he hears the red alarm 
over the radio. He tries to warn people inside the house, but it’s too late. A bomb raid 
rocks the house.  
 
#8: THE DEATH 
Once the attack is over, Miriam and Mauri find her father’s body in his room. He has 
suffered a stroke during the attack and died. 
 
#9: THE FUNERAL 
Mauri and Takafi dig a grave for Miriam’s father, but she insists she wants to bury him 
next to her mother in the city’s main cemetery. They agree to take care of the funeral 
before running away. 
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#10: THE GUIDE 
Miriam insists she can show them the way, and it will be safe. They set off in Takafi’s 
car. 
 
#11: THE VOLUNTEERS 
In a makeshift military base, a sentinel reports to his superior. They are waiting for the 
return of soldiers dispatched to the city to find ammunition and useful gear. Essi is the 
only one who has not returned yet.  
 
#12: THE FEUD 
In order to cheer Miriam up, Takafi suggests she can have her wedding at his place. 
Mauri welcomes the idea, but Miriam is defiant. A fight ensues, and Miriam leads Takafi 
to Oshi’s bridal shop to return her wedding gown. 
 
#13: THE RECONCILIATION 
When Miriam leaves, Takafi encourages Mauri to discourage her. He decides Takafi is 
right and rushes inside to stop her. 
 
#14: THE ROCKET ATTACK 
The shop is shelled while the couple is inside. They make it out on time. Essi, who has 
been hiding in the trunk of the car all this time, exposes himself just to help them. All 
survive the attack. 
 
#15: ESSI 
All are furious at Essi nonetheless. He reveals he is not a thief but a volunteer soldier in 
search of equipment for his base. They refuse to believe him. 
 
#16: THE ROUTE TO THE CEMETERY 
Knowing the city well enough, Essi reveals that Miriam is leading the group to the line of 
fire and that the cemetery will be taken over by enemy’s ground forces soon. Miriam 
denies this, but Essi’s argument is convincing. 
 
#17: THE BREAK UP 
Furious at her consistent lying, Mauri leaves Miriam, and the group. Takafi tries in vain 
to change his mind. Knowing they are in danger zone now, Essi chases after Mauri into 
the dark of the night, trying to bring him back to the car. Miriam and Takafi are left by 
themselves. 
 
#18: THE TANKS 
Enemy tanks pour into the field. Miriam and Takafi escape in the car, leaving Mauri and 
Essi behind. 
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#19: TAKAFI’S CALL, AGAIN 
Seeing how upset she is, Takafi agrees to take Miriam to the cemetery regardless of the 
situation. She thankfully  
 
#20: MORE LIES, AND… 
Trying to calm her down, Takafi finds a way to Miriam’s heart. She tells him made-up 
stories about her dad. One of them includes a quote right out of Sara’s mouth. Takafi is 
taken aback, but does not react. 
 
#21: A REVELATION 
The conversation leads to Miriam’s dress. She tells Takafi she has based it on her 
mother’s wedding gown. Shows a picture of her to Takafi. 
 
#22: THE BREAK-DOWN 
The car runs out of gas. Frustrated at Miriam’s constant lying, Takafi forces her to walk 
all the way to the cemetery and show him her mother’s grave. 
 
#23: THE CONFESSION 
At the graveyard, Miriam fails to find her mother’s grave. Takafi reveals to her that the 
picture she showed him was of his wife, Sara. She confesses that she has lied about her 
family, her past, and basically about everything. 
 
#24: THE SECOND BREAK UP 
Having no way back, Takafi agrees to bury Momo’s body. He goes to look for a shovel 
inside the graveyard keeper’s cabin, but finds gasoline instead. When he walks out to 
give Miriam the good news, she has already filled his car’s tank and escaped in it. 
 
#25: MAURI’S CALL 
Back at the military base, the soldiers are getting ready to leave for operation. Mauri 
shows up and reports instead of Essi, reveals he has died while trying to protect him from 
a tank. 
 
#26: MIRIAM’S CALL 
Miriam discovers Takafi’s bag of memorabilia under the driver seat. In the bag is a pair 
of matching rings.  
 
#27: MIRIAM’S REMORSE 
She goes back to the place where Mauri left her, looking for him. Finds Essi’s 
unidentifiable body and thinks it’s Mauri. Mourns over him and sets off for the cemetery, 
this time to pick Takafi up. 
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#28: TAKAFI’S REMORSE 
Meanwhile, Takafi is budy getting rid of his past. He buries all that remains of Sara and 
Miriam. 
 
#29: THE SIEGE 
Enemy forces arrive at the cemetery and chase Takafi away. Before leaving, he realizes 
the bridge where Miriam is headed has already fallen to enemy hands. Takafi sets off to 
warn her. 
 
#30: THE RECONCILIATION 
On their ways to find one other, Miriam and Takafi run into each another and reconcile. 
Miriam promises to be honest with him. They set off for the river to try their luck at 
escaping through water… 
 
#31: THE CHASE 
… but the wharf is also taken over by enemy forces. They chase Miriam and Takafi away 
into the woods. 
 
#32: THE REAL FUNERAL 
Miriam and Takafi have no choice but to surrender. Takafi suggest to “bury” Momo’s 
body before they do so. Miriam agrees.   
 
#33: TAKAFI’S RETURN 
Takafi drives the car into the river, trying to drown himself as well. Miriam begs him not 
to leave her alone. He changes his mind at the last moment. 
 
#34: THE SURRENDER… AND SALVATION 
At sunrise, Miriam and Takafi prepare to surrender themselves. But just before they do 
so, volunteer forces open fire on the enemy. They are saved at the last minute. 
 
#35: THE REAL WEDDING 
Mauri finds Miriam. They reconcile. Takafi agrees to be the witness to their wedding. 


