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IMPORT EXPORT

IN THE HEAT OF THE MOMENT

Myriad international shows, in galleries and museums alke, attest to the
unexpected emergence of progressive Iranian art.

BY BENJAMIN GENOCCHIO

THIS JUNE, Mahmoud Ahma-
dinejad was reelected president
of Iran amid of voting irregulari-
ties and accusations of fraud by
the supporters of the opposition
candidate, Mir Hussein Moussavi.
Ahmadinejad’s victory reflects

a harsh reality for Iranians: the
entrenchment of a hard-line, con-
servative, religion-based regime
presided over by the Ayatol-

lah Ali Khamenei, the Supreme
Leader and real authority in Iran’s
opaque political-clerical struc-
ture. But an important truth has
also emerged from the country's
postelection demonstrations and
turmoil: Iran is a nation deeply
divided between, on the one
hand, powerful anti-Western iso-
lationists bent on the preservation
of an Islamic theocracy and, on
the other, a rising tide of liberal-
minded, youthful (65 percent of
the nation’s population is under
35) and largely secular interna-
tionalists who no longer want
their country to stand apart from
the forces of economic and politi-

Shirin Neshat: Uniitled (Hands),
2005, inkjet print, 17 % by

11%4 inches. Courtesy Leila
Taghinia-Milani Heller (LTMH)
Gallery, New York.

CURRENTLY ON VIEW

An 18-artist group show,

“The Promise of Loss: A
Contemporary Index of Iran,”
at the Brot Kunsthalle, Vienna,
Oct. 9-Nov. 30. Y.Z. Kami's
retrospective “Beyond Silence”
at the National Museum of
Contemporary Art, Athens,
Qct, 22, 2009-Jan. 10, 2010.
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THE ARRIVAL OF IRANIAN
ART ON THE GLOBAL SCENE
BEGAN IN THE MIDDLE
EAST AROUND 2004-05

AND SOON SPREAD TO
GALLERIES AND AUCTION
HOUSES IN LONDON, PARIS
AND NEW YORK.

cal globalization. They want a new
identity for Iran.

In some ways, the Iranian art
world provides an inspiring hint of
what this new identity might look
like. Yet Western observers have
been so caught up in tracking the
rise of India, China, Russia and
other new art powers that they
almost missed the sudden arrival
of Iranian work on the international
scene. That arrival began in com-
mercial galleries in the Middle East
around 2004-05 and soon spread to
galleries in London, Paris and New
York, cities where many Iranians
fled after the monarchy was toppled
in the 1979 Islamic Revolution led
by radical cleric Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini. These expatriate com-
munities provided a ready audience
and market for the art.

So far, regional and international
interest in Iranian art has been pri-
marily driven by the market, not
museums. Commercial venues
like the Dubai-based galleries The
Third Line and B21 took the lead in
responding to a growing interest in
Iranian art, followed by the interna-
tional auction houses Christie’'s and
Bonhams, which sought to establish
a foothold in the burgeoning Middle
Eastern market. More recently, the
trend has inspired shows at galler-
ies such as Karin Sachs in Munich,
Xerxes in London, Thaddaeus Ropac
in Paris, and Thomas Erben and Leila
Taghinia-Milani Heller in New York.

The auction houses have been an
especially galvanizing force. In May
20086, Christie’s in Dubai held its
inaugural International Modern and
Contemporary Art sale, garnering a
modest $2.2 million from Arab and
Iranian works. The fourth auction, in
April 2008, yielded over $18 million
from Arab and Iranian art, includ-
ing a tall, rectangular hieroglyphic-
covered bronze sculpture, The
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Opposite top, Farhad Moshiri: Eshgh
(Love), 2007, crystals, diamonds,
glitter and acrylic on canvas on board,
61 by 694 inches. Courtesy The Third
Line, Dubai.

Opposite bottom, Parviz Tanavoli:
The Wall (Oh, Persepolis), 1975,
bronze, 714 by 40 by 9 inches.
Courtesy Christie's Images Lid.

Below, Y.Z. Kami: Untitled (Maryam),
2007, oil on canvas, 116 by 66 inches.
Courtesy Gagosian Gallery.

Wall (Oh, Persepolis), 1975, by the
then 71-year-old Iranian artist Parviz
Tanavoli. His piece alone fetched
more than $2.8 million, a world auc-
tion record for a Middle Eastern artist
and the highest price paid for a work
of art at auction in Dubai. A month
earlier in Dubai, 45-year-old Iranian
Farhad Moshiri's crystal-studded
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painting Eshgh (Love), 2007, went

for just over $1 million at Bonhams
inaugural Modern and Contemporary
Arab, Iranian, Indian and Pakistani
Art sale, making Moshiri the first Mid-
dle Eastern artist to break that price
barrier at auction.

MORE RECENTLY, Iranian art has
begun to trickle into Western muse-
ums via temporary exhibitions and, to
a much lesser extent, acquisitions.!
In May through July of this year, | vis-
ited half a dozen institutional shows
in New York, Venice and London,
finding the work to be full of vital-
ity, humor and pathos. Politics was
paramount in my conversations with
artists, critics, curators and deal-
ers—even though, for viewers without
intimate knowledge of the Iranian
context, that theme is not read-
ily apparent in the art. In a country
where art is supposed to be com-
pletely divorced from social or gov-
ernmental issues, any whiff of critique
can bring an artist into direct conflict
with officialdom, testing the limits of
tolerance and free speech in the 30-
year-old republic. Somewhat unex-
pectedly, women are well represented
in the Iranian contemporary art world
(both inside and outside Iran), though
the reasons for this are not entirely
clear. Perhaps it has something to do
with the fact that today 60 percent
of the university students in Iran are
fermale;? many Iranian universities
have studio art departments.
Unfortunately, the current crop of
museum exhibitions comes nowhere
near to integrating lran into the
international art world in a nuanced
fashion. Missing at present is truly
discerning curatorial support, which
so far few influential museums have
stepped up to provide. Too many
bad or simply mediocre works over-
whelmed the considerably fewer real-
ly good ones in “Iran Inside Out,” a
well-intended survey of over 50 Irani-
an artists offered this summer at the
Chelsea Art Museum in New York. In
other instances, mixing Iranian artists
with peers from other Middle Eastern
countries, however interesting the
cultural dynamic, has resulted in a
lack of focus. That was certainly the
case with “Tarjama/Translation,” a
group show covering Iran, the Middle
East and Central Asia at New York's
Queens Museum of Art, and the
well-publicized “Unveiled: New Art
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IRAN HAS A MODERN ART
MOVEMENT DATING BACK TO
THE 1940s, AND WHILE THE
1979 REVOLUTION AND THE
EIGHT-YEAR WAR WITH IRAQ
CREATED HAVOC, THE LOCAL
SCENE MANAGED TO SURVIVE
AND EVEN TO THRIVE.

from the Middle East" at the Saatchi
Gallery in London. The same prob-
lem hampered “East-West Divan,”

a sampler of work from Pakistan,

Iran and Afghanistan at the Scuola
Grande della Misericordia in Venice
during this year's 53rd Biennale. Iran
had an official pavilion at Venice this
year as well, with three lackluster
representatives riffing on calligra-
phy and traditional Islamic motifs.
It's no surprise to discover that the
show was partly funded by the Ira-
nian Ministry of Culture and Islamic
Guidance. Iran’'s first presence at
the Biennale in the postrevolution-
ary period was in 2003, after an
absence of almost 40 years.

But these shows, coupled with
group exhibitions at commercial gal-
leries in London, Paris and New York
[see sidebar], affirmed the increasing
depth and sophistication of contem-
porary lranian art. They also revealed
that the Iranian scene is considerably
larger, more pluralistic and globally
attuned than some press reports
have previously suggested. In addi-
tion to the more obvious names—
including artists such as Siah Arma-
jani, Shirin Neshat, Shoja Azari,
Seifollah Samadian, Farhad Moshiri,
Mitra Tabrizian, Shirazeh Houshiary,
Reza Derakshani and Y.Z. Kami, all
of whom have received international
museum attention, and older blue-
chip artists like Parviz Tanavoli and
Charles Hossein Zenderoudi, who
were founders in the 1960s of the
Saqgqgakhaneh School, Iran’s first
contemporary art movement—the
country has produced a substan-
tial number of young artists whose
work stands out. Many are living in
New York and several in London, but
quite a few are in Iran.

Before turning to artists in the
country, it is worth mentioning that
many of the big-name artists are
still expatriates. Neshat (b. 1957), a
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New York-based photographer and
filmmaker, is probably the most
celebrated representative of new
Iranian art. Her films, combining
poetry and politics, are a forum for
the contestation of social arrange-
ments based on gender in Islamic
countries [see A.I.A., June/July
2009]. In September, she won the
Silver Lion for Director at the Venice
Film Festival for her feature-length
debut, Women Without Men.

Long resident in New York, Kami
(b. 1956), who studied philosophy at
the University of California, Berkeley,

and at the Sorbonne in Paris, makes
monumental, contemplative portraits
as well as calligraphic collages that
combine segments of Persian, Arabic
and Hebrew texts. His pieces clearly
draw their formal inspiration from
classical Persian mosaics, tiles and
brickwork. He has participated in
many international exhibitions, includ-
ing the Venice and Istanbul biennials.

IRAN HAS long and storied traditions
of painting, poetry, music, calligra-
phy, textiles, ceramics and architec-
ture, as well as a modern art move-



ment dating back to the 1940s. While
the 1979 revolution and the eight-
year war with Iraq (1980-88) created
havoc and upheaval, cutting off Ira-
nians from the rest of the world, the
local art scene managed to survive
and more recently even thrive, par-
ticularly under the liberal reformist
government of Mohammad Khatami
(1997-2005). Traditional art instruc-
tion continues, with students dutifully
emulating the work of past masters,
but there are also some relatively
progressive art schools. The Faculty
of Fine Arts at Tehran University, for
example, has turned out numerous
promising graduates, including Rokni
Haerizadeh (b. 1978), whose socially
minded, pop-inspired paintings have
been widely exhibited both in Iran
and abroad. Tehran even has a lively
gallery scene, with the Silk Road Gal-
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Left, Farhad Moshiri: Untitled
(My heart is your love's

play toy), 2004, oil on
canvas, 57 by 44 inches.
Courtesy LTMH Gallery.

Opposite, Ramin Haerizadeh:
Theatre Group (3), 2008,
C-print, 3934 by 274 inches.
Courtesy LTMH Gallery.

Below, Farhad Moshiri and
Shirin Aliabadi: Intifada Laundry
Liguid, from the "Operation
Supermarket” series, 2005,
inkjet print, 3934 by 2914
inches. Private collection.
Courtesy The Third Ling.

lery, among others, promoting a
new generation of artists. And lately
some notable expatriates, such
as Derakshani and Moshiri, have
returned to Tehran.

Moshiri (b. 1963), who was born
in Iran but studied fine art and film-
making at the California Institute
of the Arts, is one of today's most
widely discussed and sought-after
Iranian artists. He has a pop-satirical
sensibility, manifest not only in
his widely known crystal-studded
paintings and calligraphy but also
in installations that feature gilded
machine guns and grenades, as
well as paintings of Persian pots
and jars decorated with colloquial
Iranian sayings, and, most recently,
a series of supermarket commodi-
ties and related advertising posters
that he made in collaboration with
Shirin Aliabadi (b. 1973). These
pseudo-products—e.g., Tolerat-
ing Intolerance chocolate bars,
Hijab Barbie dolls (referencing
the headscarf worn by Islamic
women) and Intifada Laundry
Liquid—parody stereotypes the
Western media associate with the
Middle East. For Flying Carpet
(2007), a work shown at Art Basel
in 2007, Moshiri stacked together
Persian carpets from which he
cut the shape of a generic fighter
jet, implying foreign dominance or
perhaps Iranian hawkishness. The
meaning is ambiguous.
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