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Pandora’s Curiosity: Representation of the female investigative look
in Bahram Beyzaie’s The Crow (1977)

Abstract

Laura Mulvey, in her influential essay, “Pandora: Topographies of the
Mask and Curiosity;” reframes female curiosity in cinema as a powerful
alternative to the dominant male gaze. Drawing on the myth of
Pandora, Mulvey conceptualizes female curiosity as an epistemological
drive—a transgressive urge to penetrate surfaces and confront
repressed realities. Unlike the male gaze, which seeks mastery and
fetishistic control over the female body as spectacle, female curiosity
operates as an active, knowledge-seeking force that transforms
women from passive object to inquiring subjects. This article applies
Mulvey’s framework to Bahram Beyzaies The Crow (1977), a pre-
revolutionary Iranian film that exemplifies the subversive potential of
centering a woman's investigative gaze within its narrative structure.
The Crow unfolds around the disappearance of a young woman and
follows the parallel yet divergent quests of a married couple: Isalat
(the husband), a journalist driven by professional ambition, and Asieh
(his wife), whose personal engagement with the mystery propels the
story’s deeper revelations. This study employs a descriptive-analytical
method, grounded in Mulvey’s psychoanalytic-feminist theory and
supplemented by insights from Mary Ann Doane on paranoid women's
films of the 1940s. It argues that Beyzaie challenges the patriarchal visual
regime prevalent in classical cinema by constructing Asieh as an active
epistemological agent whose inquisitive gaze disrupts male-dominated
ways of seeing and knowing. Mulvey’s reading of Pandora is central. In
the myth, Pandoras error in opening the forbidden box is traditionally
blamed for releasing evils into the world. Mulvey reinterprets thisactasa
foundational instance of female epistemological desire—a transgressive
drive to know what lies beneath appearances, metaphorically linked
to the female body and repressed feminine knowledge. Pandora’s
gesture symbolizes a will for knowledge that moves beyond surface
seeking towards decoding hidden layers. This curiosity is inherently
subversive because it defies cultural prohibitions that have historically
excluded women from domains of knowledge. In cinema, the drive to
seek the unknown, manifests in narratives where female protagonists
enter mysterious houses or spaces containing repressed secrets, often
maternal or feminine in nature, as seen in Hitchcock’s Notorious
(1946) and Psycho (1960), or earlier womenss films analyzed by Doane.
These stories organize drama around locked doors, forbidden rooms,
and the seductive danger of unveiling what patriarchal order conceals.
In The Crow, Asieh embodies this Pandora-like figure. Her journey
begins with an unsettling encounter with Tehran's modern metropolis.
Harassed and nearly abducted, she experiences the city as a threatening
space saturated with male surveillance. Asieh’s physical pain after the
ordeal bodily registers this violence, forging an empathetic link with the
missing girl and her mother-in-law. This embodied empathy marks the
awakening of her gendered curiosity, transforming the disappearance
from a journalistic puzzle into a personal confrontation with historical
trauma and shared womanhood. The film contrasts Asieh’s deepening
inquiry with her husbands superficial, technology-mediated approach.
Isalat relies on visual media, photography, autopsies, and broadcast
appeals—methods that reduce the missing woman to fetishized images
and surface clues. Asieh, conversely, operates through interpretation,
memory, and intuition. As a teacher of deaf children, she is attuned
to decoding silence and absence. Her investigations lead her into
Tehrans forgotten old quarters, cemeteries, and ultimately the spaces
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of her mother-in-law’s house. These explorations follow a topological
logic: moving from exterior urban alienation to interior psychic
and architectural secrets, echoing Mulvey’s emphasis of decoding
versus mere viewing. The climax occurs within the forbidden rooms
of the maternal home. Defying warnings, Asieh enters the locked
room and storage area—spaces laden with repressed memories, old
photographs, and objects symbolizing her mother-in-law’s concealed
past. This Pandora-like transgression reveals that the missing girl is,
in a profound sense, the mother-in-law in her youth. The discovery
collapses temporal boundaries: Asieh confronts not only another
womans secret but a mirror of her own potential future, marked by loss,
aging, and the fragility of feminine identity. The films psychoanalytic
depth is reinforced by the maternal figure’s guiding role, akin to a
Virgilian presence leading Asieh through layers of memory and
trauma toward self-knowledge. Beyzaie's mise-en-scéne masterfully
supports this female-centered epistemology. Contrasting high-angle,
detached shots of Isalat’s cursory searches with intimate, probing close-
ups and tracking shots following Asieh, the film formally aligns the
spectator with her inquisitive consciousness. Urban modernity, with
its billboards and industrial ruins, symbolizes alienating patriarchal
surveillance, while the old neighborhoods and domestic interiors offer
spaces for reflective excavation. The narrative thus performs a critique
of pre-revolutionary Iranian modernity’s gendered contradictions—
promoting Westernized images of womanhood while repressing
deeper historical and psychic realities of Iranian femininity. This article
demonstrates that The Crow stands as a rare pre-revolutionary Iranian
film that decenters the male gaze. By placing Asieh's curiosity at the
narrative core, Beyzaie transforms her from potential object into a
knowing subject. Her quest evolves from external mystery to internal
self-discovery, culminating in pregnancy—a bodily affirmation of new
life emerging from confrontation with absence and death. Ultimately,
through Mulvey’s lens, The Crow illustrates how female curiosity
functions as both resistance and revelation. It challenges dominant
regimes, reclaims agency for the female subject, and opens cinematic
space for exploring the topography of repressed feminine experience.
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