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Sun Children (Iran): Interview with 
Director Majid Majidi 
by Tina Jøhnk Christensen January 4, 2021 
 

Iranian director Majid Majidi’s Sun Children is dedicated to “the 152 million children forced into child 

labor and those who fight for their rights.”  In the bustling city of Tehran, local crime boss Hashem 

(Ali Nasirian) has commissioned the 12-year old Ali (Roohollah Zamani) to dig a tunnel under the Sun 

School, where a hidden ‘treasure’ is to be found under the cemetery. Ali encourages 3 gang members 

Reza (Mani Ghafouri), Mamad (Mohammad Mahdi Moursavifar) and the young Afghan refugee 

Abolfazl (Abolfazl Shirzad) to enroll with him in the school, which is a charity funded school for street 

children. Their mission is to dig the tunnel to get access to the treasure whenever they get the chance 

to escape lessons or get access to the basement. 

“I am guessing that the number 152 million is an understatement,” says director Majid Majidi, who 

based the story on a real school named "Sobhe Rooyesh" or "morning of growth", which was managed 

by an NGO and located in the South of Tehran. The school is not subsidized by the government but by 

voluntary contributions. “Hence, we are facing an international problem that needs to be 

acknowledged and then addressed worldwide. Any form of child labor is an attack on the right of 

children, first and foremost on their fundamental right to education, which is at the heart of the film.” 
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As the young boys suffer from the lack of responsible fathers, the teacher at the Sun School, Mr. Rafie 

(Javad Ezati) becomes the role model the children are missing in their lives.  “Well, the importance of 

the presence of a father or a father figure is undeniable,” says  Majid, “and unfortunately in these 

families, the father is often absent; either in prison or dead because of drug use. Considering the fact 

that in oriental families, especially in this strata of society, it is the man of the house that financially 

supports the household, the absence of the father produces a large void,  both emotionally and 

financially and therefore makes the already hard life even harder.” 

Ali’s mother is in a psychiatric hospital and his motivation to work so hard to find the treasure is to 

help his mother get out of the hospital. In spite of being a criminal, making a living as a thief, Ali is a 

sensitive, loyal and highly responsible child.“This boy like others in his situation, is faced with the 

difficulties of life at a very young age,” says Majidi. “He has to replace the absent father and take 

responsibility for the whole family. That is the reason why he has to grow up before his time. These 

kids are usually very responsible for their family and very kind to their younger brother or sister. It 

can be heartbreaking to realize how mature they have become at such a young age, they literally 

replace the absent father and play his role.” 

Ali has a special place in his heart for the young Afghan refugee Zahra (Shamila Shirzad), who sells 

trinkets in the subway trains to help her family make a living in their new home country. “In Iran, 

according to the official statistics there are 4 million Afghan immigrants but unofficially the number 

should be around 7 million. Unfortunately, these immigrants are financially from the lower stratum of 

society and they are mostly illegal immigrants. For both of these reasons, they have to do odd jobs and 

work illegally. As well, because of this situation, their children usually don’t have any proper identity 

cards and can’t be enrolled in regular schools even if they could afford not to work. It should be noted 

that an important percentage of working children in Iran are from this immigrant community.” 



The young actors in Sun Children are largely recruited from the streets of Tehran and bring realistic 

performances of street smart children that have learned to survive in a world where few people seem 

to care about them. The film focuses on these children and the kindhearted teachers through whom we 

get a picture of the broader social issues in modern Tehran such as the lack of both public and private 

support for schools for street children and the conditions of the Afghan refugees, which are 

exemplified by Zahra and her brother Abolfazl. It shows what happens when fathers are missing as 

role models for the young boys and the problem that both the drug trade and drug use causes. 

 “By making this movie my main objective was to help the state and the people realize the dire 

situation of the working children and take steps to improve their situation by building new special 

schools for them. The truth of the matter is that choosing the right educational method and the right 

approach to the schooling of working children is quite complex and must take into consideration their 

particular needs.” 
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SUN CHILDREN, dir: Majid Majidi (Iran); U.S. 
Distributor: Strand Releasing 
 
Iranian filmmaker Majid Majidi’s drama had its international premiere in Venice last 
year and walked away with the Marcello Mastroianni Award for young star Roohollah 
Zamani. A first-timer, he plays 12-year-old Ali, who, with his three friends, works hard 
to survive and support his family, doing small jobs in a garage and committing petty 
crimes to make fast money. Everything changes, however, when Ali is entrusted to 
find a hidden treasure underground but must first enroll at the Sun School, a 
charitable institution that tries to educate street kids and child laborers. 
All of the children in the film are actually street kids and Majidi tells me Zamani “is 
very special. Because of the film he has become quite famous, already featuring in a 
TV series. I am sure he will have a bright future in cinema. Alongside his education, 
he would love to continue acting.” 
 
Majidi, who has previously worked with children, says he enjoys doing so because, “I 
consider our future is in their hands somehow and unfortunately they have problems 
with society and sometimes their own family. But these kids who are victims of child 
labor are even more victimized by their families or society or their way of life.” 
He discovered the Sun School “by happy coincidence” and was impressed. “It’s run 
by an NGO of young people who offer education to victims of child labor. It’s a very 
special education because the kids can’t follow the conventional way of learning — 
they are restless because of the life they’ve had, they can’t even sit for a long time in 
a classroom.” 
 
So, Majidi thought, “If I could promote this idea of taking care of these kids that might 
be a good deed, it might be a change in the way we are looking at this problematic 
which is global.” 
 
And some change is indeed afoot, Majidi says permits have been granted from the 
Tehran City Council and the Education Ministry to start building similar institutions all 
over the country. He has also been approached by UNICEF and is “very hopeful that 
this will become some kind of a chain reaction we provoke in the whole world. These 
kids really need all the help they can get.” 
 
The treasure hunt in the movie acts as a metaphor, the filmmaker says, because, 
“there is a treasure inside each and every one of them, an unbelievable potential that 
needs to be actualized.” 
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Iranian Director Majid Majidi 

Brings Much-Needed 

Attention to the Plight of 

Child Laborers with ‘Sun 

Children’ 
 
 
 
“I believe the right to basic education is a fundamental human right for all children, 
and I believe that when people learn more about this problem, they will be willing to 
help.” Majid Majidi. 
For Majidi, a giant of Iranian cinema, the plight of impoverished children has always 
been front of mind—and often the subject of his internationally-acclaimed films. His 
most famous is perhaps 1997’s Children of Heaven, which earned Iran its first-
ever Academy Award nomination in the since-renamed Best Foreign film category. 
With Sun Children, Majidi is once again using his platform to bring attention, and 
hopefully much-needed aid, to some of the world’s most vulnerable citizens—child 
laborers. 
“The official count is that there are roughly 152 million child laborers in the world. In 
my view, that number is actually much higher,” Majidi said. “These children live and 
work all over the world— including in America. Of course, children from 
economically-disadvantaged countries are more vulnerable. But our hope in creating 
this campaign is that it will lead to a better life for all child laborers regardless of 
where they live— whether in places like India, European nations, America, or here in 
Iran.” 
Sun Children follows Ali [Rouhollah Zamani] and three of his friends, who are forced to 
work in the streets and commit petty crimes in order to make the money they need to 
survive. Under the influence of a local crime boss [Ali Nassirian], Ali is tasked with 
gaining access to a supposed treasure buried under a local school. 
What follows is in equal parts a riveting crime drama, a touching coming-of-age story, 
and above all a damning exposé about the exploitation of children. Majidi has 
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cemented his place as a true maestro of international cinema with a film that 
impresses on nearly every level, the cinematography and score, vivid and lush, being 
particularly noteworthy. The children seen in these roles were child laborers 
discovered by Majidi and his team—a fact that makes their incredible performances 
even more impressive, their raw talent striking and undeniable. These are real 
children. Their pain, their hardship, their joy— it’s all real. And devastating to watch. 
And as Majidi points out, there are millions of other children, around the world, just 
like them, still suffering. 

Writer’s Note: The following interview with Majid Majidi was conducted in 
Farsi and later translated to English. I hope that in my translation I have 
been able to convey the urgency of this film and Majidi’s message. 

  

Awards Daily: You co-wrote and directed Sun Children. What can you tell us about 
the film and the inspiration behind it? 
 
Majid Majidi: Yes. Sun Children is a movie for and about child laborers. There are 

currently an estimated 152 million child laborers worldwide. This is a global problem, 
and in my view, one of the most urgent issues that we face as a people. It is the 
youth that is responsible for building a nation’s future. Children are any nation’s 
greatest investment and hope for the future.  
These child laborers are vulnerable for any number of reasons—whether it be 
because of financial or familial circumstances out of their control. They are not given 
the support that they need and are forced into work to support themselves and their 
families—this labor at a young age has physical and emotional consequences that 
will impact them throughout the rest of their lives. These children find themselves in 
dire situations where they are often taken advantage of and abused. We owe it to 
them to pay attention and offer help. 
Child labor is an issue I have been following closely for years. I came across a non-
profit school in Iran whose mission was to help get these children off the streets and 
educate them. It’s also important to understand that many of these young children 
are also Afghan immigrants who have come to Iran to escape the hardships in their 
own country. 
What I learned from this school, and what I tried to show in Sun Children, is how 
imperative it is to provide these kids with an education, how much that can improve 
their circumstances, and lay a foundation for their future. 
My great hope for this film is that it draws the attention of international audiences, 
charities, NGOs, and interested parties to the problems these children face. 
Providing them an education might be the best way to help them. 
 
AD: You’ve chronicled the hardships of underprivileged children in many of your 
films, including 1997’s Children of Heaven. What led you to become so passionate 
about this subject and use your platform as a filmmaker to aid these children? 
MM: It’s the vulnerability of the children. They can’t defend themselves. In any 
society, they are the ones who are most in need of the support of others. Fighting for 
these vulnerable children has always been, and will continue to be, my mission. I 
have always tried to be a voice, and support system, for these children and draw 
attention to their hardships in any way that I can. Not only does the abuse that they 



are subjected to have long-lasting consequences for their lives, but also are negative 
consequences for society at large., 
 
Awards Daily: Tell me more about the children in the film? I’ve heard that they are 
not actors, but child laborers living and working in Tehran. You’ve described the 
casting process as long and difficult—How did you choose the children we see in 
the film? What drew you to them?  
 
MM: Yes, the children in the film were child laborers before being cast in the movie. 

Rouhollah Zamani, Abolfaz Shirzad, and Shamila Shirzad, who play brother and 
sister in the movie, they were all working in the streets when we met them. The 
Afghani siblings in the film, Abolfazl and Shamila Shirzad, are siblings in real-life. 
They have been working in the metro since they were six or seven years old.  
They were both so naturally talented. Yes, it’s true that we spent time searching for 
children who were good actors and would be able to fulfill these roles, but throughout 
the casting process we met so many of these child laborers who were each gifted in 
their own right.  
Rouhollah Zamani, who plays Ali, the film’s lead, won the Marcello Mastroianni 
Award at the Venice Film Festival. This prize, which recognizes emerging young 
talent, has gone to actors who have grown up to become the biggest stars in 
Hollywood. This is a child we found in the street, who many people had written off. 
And yet, Rouhollah had this incredible gift. I’m confident that if his talent is nurtured, 
he can go on to become a superstar in the acting world. And there are so many kids 
just like him.  
These kids that you see working on any intersection in any major city—they all have 
hidden gifts. Each one of them could go on to become a source of pride for their 
countries if only someone took the time to pay attention to them. 
In my opinion, we can’t rely solely on the government to help. The people have to 
take responsibility, help these kids, and treat them like members of their own family. 
 
AD: As you mentioned, Sun Children touches on the difficulties that many Afghani 
children and their families face as immigrants in Iran. In my opinion, the specific 
hardships of immigrants are not known about or discussed often enough in 
Iranian society. Why was it important for you to include this subplot in the film?  
 
MM: It’s important to recognize that roughly 60-65 percent of child laborers in Iran are 
Afghani children. Many of them, like Abolfazl and Shamila Shirzad, who you see in 
the film, were born in Iran and were forced into child labor because of their family’s 
financial hardship. Unfortunately, the countries surrounding Iran —Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, Iraq, are all suffering from political and economic crises. This has created a 
humanitarian crisis in Iran. And, of course, we must remember that Iran is under 
tremendous economic pressure because of the imposed sanctions, with our most 
vulnerable citizens being hurt the most. Medicine, in particular, is hard to find; our 
pharmacies are empty. Something must be done to help this grave situation. 
 
AD: If I may ask, is there a plan in place to help the children featured in your film? 
What’s going to happen to them? 
 



MM: Yes, as a result of this film, there is much attention being paid to these children. 

They are being celebrated. A plan has been put in place to care for their immediate 
needs, improve their quality of life, and their futures. 
I hope to bring all child laborers of the world similar attention. We have heard from 
many NGOs and charities ready to join our campaign to aid these children, both here 
in Iran and abroad. I hope that this will come to fruition after the pandemic. We are 
planning to build schools and aid these children in building their skills and provide a 
safe pathway for them to improve their long-term circumstances. 
 
AD: I know that working with children can be particularly challenging for a 
director. And much of this film was shot in the streets of Southern Tehran, in the 
city’s most impoverished region. Can you tell me more about those specific 
challenges?  
 
MM: Yes, working with children always provides challenges for a director, particularly 
when you consider that these are kids who have never acted before. They are not 
professionals. At times, it was difficult for them to follow directions. Of course, it was 
exciting for them at first. But after a while, they grew tired, and many of them wanted 
to leave. 
Many of them would say, ‘I need to go. I found farm work in the countryside. We can 
finish the rest of the movie when I get back.’ And I would say, ‘I’m so sorry, kiddo, 
that’s not how this works!’ [Laughs]. 
So yes, working with kids is always tricky, but this movie was more challenging than 
most. These kids were very rambunctious. Rouhollah Zamani, Ali in the film, broke 
his leg during filming and dislocated his shoulder. He broke his leg on the first day of 
filming. Those scenes where he’s digging a tunnel, he basically had to crawl. Any 
scene where you see him standing was tough to get because of his leg. Even with 
his broken leg, it wasn’t easy to get him to sit still. Abolfazl Shirzad broke his leg 
twice during filming! We had to extend our filming schedule by two-and-a-half months 
as a result. 
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Adds Further Sales (EXCLUSIVE) 
By Leo Barraclough 
 

 
Courtesy of Ali Nikraftar 
 
 

Rouhollah Zamani, the lead actor of Majid Majidi’s Oscar shortlisted child 
labor drama “Sun Children” and winner of the Marcello Mastroianni Award 
for best young actor or actress at the Venice Film Festival, has been cast in a 
TV drama series, “Mehdi Bakeri,” about soldiers in the Iran-Iraq War. 
Variety has been given the first image from the series (above). 
 
Meanwhile, sales agent Celluloid Dreams has told Variety that “Sun 
Children,” which is shortlisted in the International Feature Film category 
for the 93rd Academy Awards, has been acquired by additional distributors, 
including Mongrel Media in Canada, and Bodega Films in France. 
Other territories sold include German-speaking Europe (MFA+ Film 
Distribution), Benelux (Cherry Pickers), Scandinavia (Angel Films), Spain 
(Caramel Films), Turkey (Filmarti Film), Mexico (Alameda Films), 
Indonesia (Falcon Pictures), Malaysia, Brunei and Vietnam (Suraya), and 
Taiwan (Filmware). The film was previously picked up by Strand in the U.S. 
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“Sun Children’s” production team held more than 3,000 auditions over a 
four-month period before identifying its child actors. Some are child 
workers, like Shamila Shirzad and her brother Abolfazl, who are Afghan 
immigrants on screen and also in real life, and attend a school for child 
workers. 
 
Like Shamila and Abolfazl, Rouhollah had never acted before. “He was pure, 
with a raw energy, determined to give more than expected,” Majidi said. “To 
cast the main character was the hardest task. But Rouhollah surpassed all 
the others because he had such an intensity, such a desire to get the lead — 
much like the character in the movie, so determined to find the treasure and 
save his mother.” 
 
In the TV series, Rouhollah plays a teenage volunteer who has gone to fight 
in the Iran-Iraq War, and finds himself besieged by the enemy along with 
another teenager. The series is directed by Hadi Hejazifar and produced by 
Abolfazl Safari at Sima Films. 
 
Majidi told Variety: “It’s so gratifying for me to see Rouhollah continue as 
an actor. He’s a lot like the boy in ‘Sun Children’ — resourceful, brave, full of 
initiative. I know he will thrive because he now has opportunity.” With the 
film team’s assistance, Rouhollah has enrolled in an acting school, which he 
will attend once the pandemic is over. 
 
“Sun Children” is the story of 12-year-old Ali and his three friends. Together 
they work hard to survive and support their families, doing small jobs in a 
garage and committing petty crimes to make fast money. Ali is enlisted to 
find a treasure hidden underground. He recruits his gang, but first, to gain 
access to the tunnel, the children must enroll at the Sun School, a charitable 
institution that tries to educate street kids and child laborers, close to where 
the treasure is located. 
 
Majidi said: “The real treasure, in my opinion, is these kids and their 
potential. Education is their inalienable right and it is the key to their 
futures. Of course, not all children are natural scholars, and many don’t like 
sitting in a classroom, but it gives them time to breathe and to grow and to 
discover themselves and others around them. It’s a chance all kids need. 
The juxtaposition of the school and the treasure creates a metaphor to 
highlight the importance of education and the need to dig inside yourself to 
find your treasure.” 
 



 
  

Iranian school for child workers. Courtesy of Celluloid Dreams 
 
The film’s producer, Amir Banan, told Variety that the film’s team are 
campaigning hard for more schools for child laborers, like the one featured 
in the film, to be set up in Iran. 
 
“Using the movie, we intend to launch a popular campaign in Iran so that 
people, in addition to watching this film, can help increase the number of 
these schools for child workers, as well as raising the awareness of child 
labor,” Banan said. 
 
“Children need to take their proper place in the world. In the past the 
Iranian public has been very responsive to Mr. Majidi’s career-long 
advocacy for young people through his films—we are optimistic about 
creating opportunities and change.” 
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Int’l Critics Line: Todd McCarthy On 
Iran’s Oscar-Shortlisted ‘Sun Children’ 
 

Majid Majidi has been making sensitive and trenchant films about kids in 
Iran for three decades and he’s still doing it in Sun Children (Khorshid), a 
shrewdly observed humanistic drama about some young teens scrambling 
to make their way in a difficult world. Winner of the Best Picture prize at 
last year’s Fajr Film Festival and an official Venice Festival entry, this brisk 
drama focuses sympathetically on several marginalized but striving kids 
whose every waking moments are devoted to survival strategies. The 
International Feature Oscar-shortlisted title from Iran is being distributed 
by Strand Releasing in the U.S. 
 

The kids in Majidi’s films are straight out of Charles Dickens. Forced by 
their lot in life to be resourceful at an early age, they can be crafty, devious, 
sneaky, brazen, misguided and sometimes ingenious — by turns obliged to 
live by their wits more than most children their age. Majidi obviously cares 
about them as much as anything in the world — he dedicates the film to the 
152 million kids who he states are forced to work as child laborers — but he 
doesn’t coddle or indulge them; they’re as imperfect as the often misguided 
adults around them, but far more flexible and spontaneous. 

Freckle-faced Ali (Rouhollah Zamani, winner of Venice’s Marcello 
Mastroianni Award for Best New Young Actor) works in an automobile 
garage and in the opening scene leads his three good buddies in a botched 
attempt to steal tires off fancy cars in a mall parking lot. Neither Ali, who is 
12, nor his comrades has a present father in his life, which is not a sufficient 
excuse for the men who run a local remedial school to enroll these perceived 
bad boys. 

Still, what counts most in their world is persistence and they finally receive 
permission to attend classes for a week to see if they can shape up, on 
condition that they dig a tunnel from beneath the school to an adjacent 
cemetery where a “treasure” awaits. 

The arduous digging commences, usually undertaken by Ali alone, but this 
doesn’t mean he lacks to the time to pursue his usual hustles on and 
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beneath the city’s streets. Ali and his buddies are constantly on the move 
pursuing schemes and scams, and Majidi’s mobile camera is always in the 
right place at the right time to capture the frenzied, sometimes desperate 
movements of these kids who live in permanent survival mode. 

A good deal of time is spent at the school, which itself is in dire straits due 
to under-funding, its very existence coming to seem as fragile and day-to-
day as the lives of the kids. The school officials do all they can to keep their 
ship afloat, but the conditions are chaotic, to the point that it looks like it 
will have to shut down; in due course, we learn that the only way such 
schools can survive is by turning out some first-rate soccer players, for 
whom clubs will pay good money. The daily stress on everyone, child and 
adult alike, is extreme; it’s the most anyone in the film can do to just get 
through the day, and it doesn’t come easily. 

While Ali is obliged to spend some of his time each day digging 
underground, which is by far the least interesting activity in the film to 
watch, the slack is sometimes taken up by one of the boys’ younger sister, 
Zahra (Shamila Shirzad). This tough little nut peddles her wares on 
Tehran’s subway trains which, so it appears here, are divided into separate 
cars for men and women. Zahra is a most appealing no-nonsense straight-
talker who, as a refugee, is desperately afraid of being sent back to 
Afghanistan (a point is made of how many such “illegals” attend the kids’ 
school). 

So many crises, so little time — there’s so much going on every day in the 
lives of these kids and their beleaguered teachers that the conventional 
dramatic storyline involving the school’s money issues and the tunnel seem 
a tad manufactured compared to the multiple fresh challenges that face the 
kids on a constant basis. As such, the climactic resolution is a bit 
underwhelming, so that, after the fact, one is left not thinking at all about 
this artificial construct but, rather, about the lives of the kids we’ve just seen 
and countless others like them. 

Beyond that, one cannot help but wonder what could be in store for young 
Zamani. Most child actors don’t go on to fabulous careers, but this kid is 
endlessly watchable, whether in opportunistic action, desperation or doing 
nothing (which he does very seldom). Freckle-faced and tousle-haired, he 
has looks (if perhaps not the language) that would have made him right at 
home as a Dead End Kid at Warner Bros back in the 1930s, or as an aspiring 
onscreen pal of James Dean two decades later. 
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