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1 A1one, Untitled, 2013, spray paint and stencil on wall. The inscription repeats the word ‘uninformed’ or ‘people who do not know’ (bi-khabaran) in different formations. Bi means without, khabar means news or information and -an is the plural marker.


PROLOGUE

On a warm evening in May 2010, all was familiar in my house in suburban Boston. My younger daughter was in bed fast asleep. My older daughter was consuming her daily dose of Disney propaganda on my oversized IKEA bed. Behind my desk in pyjamas, I was checking emails, listening to a Latino remix sent by my Facebook friend and reading the eulogy that I had written for my grandmother the month prior. ‘In Pahlavi reforms in the 1930s and ’40s’, I had said, ‘she saw the liberating potentials of social mobility and higher education, rather than excesses of material gains and middle class leisure.’ On that sunny March afternoon, some 300 mourners had gathered at the Forest Lawn cemetery in Los Angeles County. Almost all had been born in Tehran. And the chances are that, like my grandmother, almost all would end up at Forest Lawn.

‘Decades before women had the right to vote, she joined the workforce while raising three children,’ I had continued. ‘In 1953, my grandparents accompanied their British supervisor on a long drive from Tehran to Cairo.’ I thought to myself, what a trip that must have been. One unimaginable today. Then, at 8.46 p.m., my mobile phone rang. Number withheld. I mechanically reached and answered. A woman’s rather gentle voice, which I immediately recognized despite the fact that I had never spoken to her, asked for ‘Mrs Talinn’. I said as I stood up, ‘Oh my god, this is an honour.’ She replied, ‘How did you recognize my voice?’ I had no answer. I simply did not know the answer to that question. What’s more, I was unsure as to why I had said what I said.

In that same summer, I was finishing the first draft of this book. The previous June, I had found myself in Tehran amid the uprising of the 2009 presidential election. My Canon EOS Rebel in hand, I had run as fast as I could away from the police when they poured into Vali Asr Avenue. I had been terrified, stuck in a taxi that had taken a wrong turn into the first group of protestors near the University of Tehran. I had marvelled at the zeal and commitment to political ideals of teenage campaigners, a pale dream that I hold for my own, American daughters. I had felt cowardly when I merely watched the riots. I had calmed down by persuading myself that I was a historian.

I returned to my desk convinced of the (art) historian’s role in telling a certain truth. While frantically preparing the manuscript for a deadline of 15 July, I was sensitive to the selection of each of my words, for I did not want the publication of this book to prevent me from returning to Iran. As I was examining the self-censoring processes of Iranian artists, I was restraining myself, censoring myself, and asking my reviewers to look for trouble in the narrative.

Tehran Now

Empress Farah’s phone call rattled me. She had probably called because I had sent her a copy of my first book, Building Iran (2009), about the role of architecture in the nation-building project. That night, I could not sleep. I called my best friend, then a former adviser. My rather mismanaged and undiplomatic discussion with the empress unleashed self-doubt. At first, I thought I felt horrible because, in the prime of my career, I had not been generous to someone who had called to say hello. Then I realized that there was more. That perhaps while I had intellectualized my childhood experience of Pahlavi life, I had not come to terms with it. Amid writing about the works of exilic artists, it had not occurred to me even once that I too was in exile, with the same anxieties of home and return.

Her call, above all, shook the foundations of my self-assigned, self-assured role as an academic who had to tell the unadulterated truth. For while I had jumped ahead of myself to inform her that she might not like the new book because it criticizes the shah, I began, during the following days, to see that in this book I had not spoken the same ‘truth’ to a power that remains in place: the Islamic Republic. Some two years later, once I was done with the revisions and updates to the first draft that my readers had suggested, about ‘revealing my sources’, ‘telling details of my investigations’, about ‘what exactly happened on the ground’, and so on, I accepted the idea that I could not write a cryptic text, covering my path, hiding my sources and explaining things in innuendos. I surrendered to the thought that perhaps I should, I would have to, defer my own return.

The empress remained with me that summer. For months, I regretted having told her my truth – that the book was a critical history of Iran’s architecture under the Pahlavis. Only much later did I realize that that feeling of regret is precisely the point of this book. That the history of Iranian art has long been tied to its politics of personalities and patronage. That the writings about Iran’s visual culture have often been, and remain so including this study, truncated. We are nowhere near to seeing a full picture of this history. Distance is perhaps needed, as are institutional structures, to begin to create at the very least a coherent art history of contemporary Iran. I claim here no completeness. On the contrary, I hope this brief study will become a stepping-stone for others who will write a much richer, a much more in-depth, analytical, contextualized and critical history of Iran’s visual culture and arts.

The contemporary Iranian art scene is so young, active, multifaceted and pulverized that it is difficult at this point to produce its history in a coherent manner. A complex and highly sophisticated social network, rather than the usual texts and artefacts, seem to govern the development of its narratives and aesthetic judgements. In it, the letterhead of institutions seemed to carry no weight in penetrating and amassing data and insight in ways that the words of a friend of a friend might. There were concerns over trust and livelihood, and I appreciated that. Then I tried to find ways to navigate the network with the methodological certainty that only a fractured, almost tribal, history could be constructed.

This feeling of partiality, of fragmentation, persisted throughout the writing of this text. Rifling through someone else’s footnotes to try to make sense of what happened when. Calling an uncle’s friend to see if he might remember who was where. Rummaging through my grandmother’s albums to see how something looked a half-century ago. The demands of identity on the discipline – and by consequence the parameters – of artistic expression further complicated the research. The attempts to plug into the network were mediated by the perception of the author’s disposition. My various introducers – my many friends of a friend – seldom failed to declare to interviewees my identity as an Iranian, as a Westerner, or merely as an irrelevant other.

Coloured by the predicament of identity, a critical analysis of contemporary Iranian art seems to be possible only through the awareness that one was barred from the friend of someone’s friend, and therefore excluded from a part of the network that remains vital to the story. There is a whole other art world behind closed doors that only a few see. I could not write about the things that I could not see, and I was in no position to really see much. The ease with which I found myself in the studios of legendary artists, for instance the sculptor Parviz Tanavoli, even while I could not convince aspiring ones to answer emails, or the fact that recognized artists were eager to talk one moment and the next simply vanished, speaks directly to the network’s operational logic. My analysis of the role of Iranian visual art, its production, its institutions and its politics is squarely based on the methodological attributes of this network. My own feelings about taste and history entered to further crowd this particular pictorial narrative.

When Vivian Constantinopoulos at Reaktion Books asked me to consider writing this book, I hesitated. While post-revolutionary Iran had been the real place in which I had experienced Iran, first as a child and later as a scholar, I had documented the visual culture of the Islamic Republic as a snapshot on my way to other sites. As a historian of late Qajar and Pahlavi architecture, my interest had been in the transformations in architecture, and thus society, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; of the processes of modernization and its many myths of white walls. What seemed to me the aesthetics of the Islamic Republic – green neon lights and pink plastic flowers – did little to grab my attention. The plastic blood spatter on the walls of the martyrs’ museums in Tehran, Mashhad and Isfahan fascinated me only momentarily. I thought the murals and billboards in Tehran and the roadside mosques and neighbourhood parks all over the country had little to offer. I was, of course, dead wrong.

I arrived in Tehran a few days before the presidential election in order to conduct fieldwork. As with many elections that I had witnessed in Europe, in the U.S., in the former Soviet Union and in Iran, I thought this would be just another day but with increased traffic jams – though Tehran does not need an excuse to justify its traffic jams. I had scarcely imagined the public enthusiasm of the election campaign, much less the tense atmosphere thereafter. This time felt different from all the other fieldwork visits I had carried out in the various cities of Iran since 1998. The trip highlighted the qualitative attributes of the network that conditions this way of studying art. During my interviews with artists, collectors, curators, art administrators and gallery owners, I felt troubled, almost ashamed, to speak about the aesthetic intricacies of culture, to contemplate Iranian high art when Iranians of all political convictions had taken to the streets to decide on the nation’s fate. Art’s superfluous nature endlessly crept up, yet the urgency to write about its workings persisted.

One day during my trip, the gallery owner with whom I was discussing art under President Khatami excused herself to join the artists who had gathered in her gallery to prepare signs for that day’s protest. On a large table, some dozen men, women and children were painting and printing slogans on white boards. There was an unconformable nervous excitement in the air. As I roamed around the gallery examining the paintings, these artists got up, kissed each other farewell and left as a group. The space emptied. I was left in front of a painting with my friend, an artist who had introduced me to the gallery owner. We turned our heads to watch them leave. He tilted his face up to the ceiling and murmured to himself, ‘God be with you.’ Then he abruptly turned to me and said, ‘Let’s get out of here, it’s starting.’ Walking outside and away from the group, we grabbed a taxi to north Tehran. On our way, I saw soldiers marching towards the centre of the city. An eerie feeling took hold of me.

While in Tehran, I spoke with whomever I could reach within the art community. Visiting homes, studios, galleries, museums, offices, squares, parks, mosques, mausoleums and cemeteries, I gathered as much information as was available to me. As the unrest intensified, my schedule and appointments began to be shaped around the protests. Artists and gallery owners were focused on politics, not art. To protest was to try to safeguard not only the right to artistic expression, but a life(style). If for years artists and gallery owners had painted and exhibited as a form of resistance, now it was time to resist in order to protect the right to paint and to display. After Tehran, I visited London, Paris, Los Angeles and New York to speak with artists, curators and critics. Anthropological approaches, cultural studies, social history and critical theory are drawn on as much as art history in telling this story. More often than not, I was unsuccessful in collecting data. Some artists chose not to be illustrated, some curators could not be cited and some galleries were no longer open. The synergies of disciplines and the sociopolitical obstacles render any narrative richer. Art history can perhaps speak more effectively about its society when artists do not wish to be illustrated, when curators cannot be cited and when galleries are no longer open.

Given the limitations of time, space and access, I have tried to tell a coherent but by no means comprehensive story, by discussing and illustrating the works of a selected few. This selection is not a value judgement. In my attempt to set up a generational order to the artistic production of the last three decades, I have mentioned as many of the most important agents, artists, gallery owners, museum directors, ideologies and patron as possible. I have provided year of birth as well as year and place of migration for most of the artists mentioned. This seemingly simple data was not easy to come by; there might be some inaccuracies, especially given the discrepancy in the conversion of Persian Solar to Gregorian calendar dates. Where these dates are missing, I was unable to either obtain any data or was asked by the artist to exclude it from the narrative. The history of ideologies, institutions and individuals are arranged here in a structural framework with three interdependent parts: the street, the studio and the exile. The logic of this division is set, first in order to cover a wide and diverse range of art ideologies, politics and practices in three radically different art historical domains that are nevertheless mutually locked into each other. Second, because their juxtaposition helps me to argue that these seemingly distinct areas in fact cross-pollinate in order to produce that which we know today as contemporary Iranian art.

What I saw in summer 2009, then, substantiates and encapsulates my most basic argument here: that the struggle of identity in modern Iran can be interpreted as a multilayered and intensely contested pictorial discourse. Thus, the art of the Islamic Republic is best examined beyond the narrow boundaries of Western art historical narratives; it is the synergy of the three structures that makes it active, multifaceted, labyrinthine – and difficult to narrate. It forces us to think in new ways about the normative binaries of high art/light art, private/public domains and expression/censorship. It also encourages a different approach to the function of visual culture and its dealings with art history. In post-revolutionary Iran, all of this thinking about art has to be embedded in the minutiae of strategies of power and identity, of colonial pasts and bright futures.

The narrative begins with the Iranian Revolution of 1978–9. It is focused on Tehran in great part because Iran’s modernity is tied to Tehran, as explained below. While there are a number of flashbacks into the Pahlavi cultural scene to explain certain trends and practices after the revolution, the art history of the Qajar (1794–1925) and the Pahlavi (1925–79) eras are outside the scope of this study (illus. 1). These flashbacks by no means intend to underestimate the fact that Iran’s present artistic peak is founded on Iran’s own art historical momentum that began in the mid-twentieth century during the Pahlavi era. Western auction houses had little to do with launching this development. In making, displaying, selling, buying and talking about contemporary Iranian art, there is something deeply historical.

This book comprises three chapters: ‘The Street’ deals with the official art sponsored by the Islamic Republic within the public domain; ‘The Studio’ looks at the culture of avant-garde art, artists, galleries and museums with links to the private domain; and ‘The Exile’ traces diasporic artistic practices outside Iran, both within immigrant communities as well as at the core of the Western art scene, which is affected by exilic anxieties and the global art market. The ‘Epilogue’ is a bit of out-loud thinking about how the street and the studio fuse during a presidential election. In effect, my goal was to give my readers a feel of the art, its spaces and its discourse, in and of Iran.

The study not only considers Iranian visual culture and arts in their specificity, complexities and tensions as I would any other, but also moves to a holistic, spatial reading of the artistic environment, what Iranian artists call faza-ye honari (artistic space or environment). It accounts for the much-studied posters and murals as elements in the larger formation of political, aesthetic and ethical milieux that is the Islamic Republic. Critical but benign-looking are the neighbourhood mosques, parks and squares, which occupy an equally pivotal role in the formation of a rather unique image of an Islamic republic and contribute to its discourses on Shi’ism and martyrdom, Iranian nationalism and national self-reliance, public welfare, social hygiene and moral decency. By looking at select artistic works that are drawn from a variety of backgrounds, the studio and the street, the masterpiece and the mundane – the visual culture at large – this study attempts to convey a bigger picture of what defines the malleable category of contemporary Iranian art. Given the focus of international eyes on Iran and Iranian artists today, an attempt to understand how this category is defined, perceived and redefined might prove useful.

Several scholars and critics have examined the propaganda posters, stamps, banknotes, murals and their renewed manifestations, while many have produced scholarship on the arts both inside and outside Iran. I have benefited greatly from these works. Art historians have mostly ignored the fine arts (excluding cinema) of the Iranian émigré communities. Thus far studied separately, the popular state art of the Islamic Republic, the art of the émigré communities and the art made by artists with Iranian ties are, I believe, three intimately interlocked systems of visual economies that feed into the definition of contemporary Iranian art.

These three spears of artistic production cannot be fully understood independently, for it is not despite censorship and exile, as many have argued, that we are witnessing a boom in Iranian art today, but because of them. It is the cross-pollination of the street, the studio and the exile that has rendered it so appealing. ‘It is wrong to write Iran’s modern art history simply by looking at images’, the artist Pooya Aryanpour insisted during my interview with him at his Sadabad studio.1 The more I investigated, the more I realized that he was right. Oscillating between subversive and daring art produced in secluded homes to propaganda art in the public eye, my narrative offers an artistic mirror of the sociopolitical turmoil that marks Iran’s recent history and its struggle for an identity as a pictorial discourse.



	2 Marcos Grigorian, Dry Land, 1977, mixed media, 180 × 160 cm.
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Given the volatile situation in Iran at the time when I was amassing data, doing research and composing this text, many refrained from providing either opinion or image to include in the book, and understandably so. I am grateful for their honesty. This hesitation is yet another peculiarity of writing the history of contemporary Iranian art. I am obliged to the courage of those who engaged with my questions with such generosity and integrity. Much more could have been said and illustrated. A far more critical tone could have been adopted. That which has been said is conditioned by the (im)possibilities to which this narrative about pictorial discourses belongs. Artists are not the only ones who (self-)censor (illus. 3). Throughout the country’s turbulent struggle for fair rule, art and culture in Iran have occupied a role of protest and resistance. Symbolism, allegories, metaphors and innuendos have come to mediate the workings of rulership and censorship, the public and the private, the hegemonic and the honourable.

[image: image]

3 Houman Mortazavi, Nude, 2007, pencil on paper, 11 × 11 × 12 cm. Given the Islamic Republic’s objection, as of 1980, to the display of nudity and the public representation of the nude, Mortazavi has cut up his nude drawings and pasted the pieces on top of each other in order to make a cubic sculpture. All that is visible of the classical nude is the nipple on the upper surface of this work.

Tehran Then

After a century of struggle to maintain territorial integrity, Iran turned into a battleground for political power at the end of the nineteenth century. Qajar kings ruled the shrinking empire from 1785 to 1925 primarily by balancing the various domestic and colonial forces against each other. That Iran was never colonized, nor was colonizable, further complicated the internal dialectics of power and its arena of artistic representation. It was in the 1820s and ’30s that pictorial discourses began to substitute actual military might. For the Qajar aristocracy, nobility and intelligentsia, the heaviest psychological blow was inflicted in the aftermath of the Russo-Persian Wars. Fath Ali Shah Qajar’s (r. 1797–1834) signing of the treaties of Golestan (1813) and Turkmanchai (1828) effectively rendered Iran, an impressive kingdom under the mighty Safavid Dynasty (1501–1736), a colonial plaything in the Anglo-Russian Great Game. While Europe was marginal to Iranian self-perception before, now it served as a model of the desire for change.

The small but strong-minded intelligentsia began to see and probe the reasons for what they perceived as Iran’s deficiency in relation to Western civilization. Military, institutional, infrastructural as well as socio-cultural practices were scrutinized to determine the malaise that had befallen the empire. Subsequent patronage of art and architecture, as one of the most visible of these healing attempts, aimed to restore the image of Iran as a civilized modern nation and an ancient institution of kingship. To picture the empire as majestic was to cling to its sovereignty. To emblemize the nation as such was to counter-narrate the colonial discourses on Oriental decadence and civilizational backwardness. I would like to propose here that, in this sense, not much has changed. From the 1820s to 1979, upper-class Iranians, be they conservative members of the royal household or vocal advocates of liberal reforms, evoked Iranian art, including its antiquity, to assess monarchical and national worth.

Among the three major dynasties that ruled the Iranian plateau before the Arab conquest of the mid-seventh century – the Achaemenids (559–330 BCE), the Parthians (247 BCE–224 CE) and the Sassanians (224–651) – the linguistic, sociopolitical and genetic material of the former and the latter were admired by the Qajar and Pahlavi ruling elites. While antique Iran had attracted rulers from Alexander the Great (r. 336–323 BCE) to Shah Jahan (r. 1628–58), it was not until the late nineteenth century that, with the exception of Susa, the Achaemenid and Sassanian palatial and funerary complexes – the most prominent among them Persepolis, Pasargadae and Naqsh-e Rostam in Fars – were officially documented and excavated. These sites were favoured by the contemporary elite in part due to their antiquity, and in part because they were considered masterpieces in the history of architecture.

In this antiquity the intelligentsia began to search for solutions to Iran’s (colonial) problems. To leave Islam behind, to revive the antique past, it was felt, was to arrive at modernity. The anti-colonial and anti-absolutist uprisings at the turn of the century resulted in the first constitutional revolution in the Middle East. In August 1906, the intelligentsia and the masses got what they wanted: a parliament, a vote and a constitution. Following this, a period of disintegration ended with the rise of a general in the Persian Cossack army to the Persian throne. The reigns of the two Pahlavi kings, Reza Shah (r. 1925–41) and his son, Mohammad Reza Shah (r. 1941–79), were characterized by a commitment to industrial, economic and infrastructural expansion. These were primarily modelled after the Western paradigm of nation building and European formulas of identity politics.

The royal commitment to a Western construct of progress invariably pushed art and architecture to the forefront of social reshuffling that occurred during the 50-some years of Pahlavi rule. Technological and infrastructural development in administration, the judiciary, the economy, education, transportation and communication were seen as concrete means to modernize Iranian society. However, Reza Shah’s commitment to Western-style industrialization was paralleled by a steadfast sanction of political growth and liberalization. After 1941, his son sustained a similar policy of absolute control on political discourses, while pushing for further infrastructural and social practices. A new picture of Iran, a secular and modern one, was to legitimize the new dynasty and its implementation of radical reforms.

The rise of the middle-class bourgeoisie in Iran has been, by and large, credited to the secularist ruling ambitions of Reza Shah. Modernist art and architecture focused in Tehran consisted of an expression of a shift from an aristocratic to a bourgeois ascendancy in the 1920s and ’30s. The formation of the architectural profession as a separate discipline and vocation – hence the birth of the local artist and architect as the paramount representatives of the bourgeois class – was a result of the modernizing and secularist policies of the Pahlavi period. After 1925, a dialectical and ambivalent relationship developed between artists and architects at the service of the state, and the centralist state that founded institutions with the aim of producing the professional middle class.

The opening of a space, a modernist tabula rasa, for modernity to be played out was often literal, in the form of radical urban renewals in Tehran. The open space of modernity was Tehran. On this empty space, new structures with novel aesthetic traditions represented and shaped the activities and identity of the bourgeois class. The professional, pedagogical, urban and architectural policies established during this period of rapid change transformed the appearance of Iran’s modernity, enshrining it with white, austere walls in juxtaposition to ornate surfaces and Orientalist revival. Until the Iranian Revolution of 1978–9, bourgeois art and architecture under the two opposing veneers of avant-garde modernism and Orientalist historicism provided a picture of national modernity.

In order to implement strategies of secular and class formation, Tehran served as the model for urban renewal projects around the country. Here, the state transformed the urban fabric as rapidly and forcefully as it envisioned the advent of modernity and civilization. The first symbol of this conception of progress was the removal of the old Tehran’s fortifications. Between 1932 and 1937, the nineteenth-century ramparts and eleven city gates were dismantled. Quite literally, space was opened up for the expansion of the capital, while the historical markers of Qajar power were eradicated. This also enabled the state to disperse the class network of the traditionalist merchants in their bazaars, the clerics in their mosques and the old nobility in their residential quarters.

These three groups, which belonged to the aristocratic formation of Qajar class structure, had clung to sections of Tehran’s urban fabric as an important component of their political power. Now they were forced to either relocate their power base or suffer significant loss of political influence brought about by Reza Shah’s urban renewals. While the rising bourgeoisie moved northward for better water and air, the clerical and the traditional merchant classes by and large remained in their place and over the years figured less and less in the country’s political apparatus; that is, until 1979.

The Anglo-Soviet invasion of Iran in 1941 destroyed two of the three institutions that had supported Reza Shah’s rule, namely state bureaucracy and court patronage. In his attempt to regain power and prestige, Mohammad Reza Shah won support by strengthening these two pillars. Despite this image, however, he was sympathetic to neither decentralization nor egalitarianism. Therefore, while in the years from 1941 to 1951 Iran experienced a period of open political expression, the king’s power was challenged in 1951. The populist and nationalist prime minister, Dr Mohammad Mosaddeq, nationalized Iran’s oil industry and pushed for constitutional law, civic society and political liberalism. The anti-Mosaddeq coup d’état, carried out by royalist army officers and financed by the CIA and MI6 in August 1953, was the beginning of Mohammad Reza Shah’s hold on Iranian structures of power, including the domain of art.

In January 1963 the king announced the first six points of his White Revolution. Introduced over the following fifteen years, this was a sweeping series of reforms intended to transform Iranian society into a modern, global power. The reforms included reallocation of land ownership, new economic practices, state financing of education and heavy industries, nationalization of natural resources, advancement of women’s rights and the creation of the Literacy Corps, an educational programme. Soon, the king began to speak of the coming of the ‘Great Civilization’. The last decade of Pahlavi rule was thus conditioned by sweeping centralization that concentrated power in the hands of a few at the top of Iranian society. High art stood as a signifier of utopian modernity, which made the relationship between politics and its artistic expressions a resilient one. The celebration in October 1971 of the 2,500-year anniversary of the Persian Empire not only exposed Pahlavi centralization and extravagance but testified to the interdependence of Iranian politics and artistic heritage.

During the two decades before the Iranian Revolution, Empress Farah Pahlavi (r. 1959–79) was a pivotal figure, especially in cultural affairs of the nation. As the regime was accused of Western intoxication by well-known ideologues of the time including Jalal Al-e Ahmad, Ali Shariati and Ayatollah Khomeini, the empress championed Iran’s artistic heritage as its solution to modernity and fair rule. She believed, in Corbusian terms, that good architecture could not only avert a popular revolution from below but could bring a successful elitist (r)evolution from above. Trained as an architect, Empress Farah took upon herself all the cultural responsibilities of the royal court and presided over most of the cultural ministries, institutions and organizations. Internationally, she was connected with some of the most avant-garde artists of the time, including Andy Warhol, who painted her in 1977. As anti-shah demonstrations intensified, many believed that Mohammad Reza Shah ought to move abroad and leave the country in the charge of the empress. However, by then the people of Iran had chosen revolution over architecture. Empress Farah left Iran on 16 January 1979. Here begins our story.




	THE STREET

	1






God is beautiful and [he] loves beauty.

Hadith, Sahih Muslim 1:275, The Book of Faith



On 1 February 1979, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s plane landed in Tehran. Mehrabad Airport, where the spiritual and political leader of the Islamic Revolution arrived, had been commissioned by the Ministry of Finance at the pinnacle of Reza Shah’s secular reign in 1937. Completed in 1958 by the famed Iranian architect Mohsen Forughi, this modernist white building, punctuated with typically Bauhaus-style balconies and Corbusian horizontal windows, had served as the gateway to Iran and an icon of the Pahlavi monarchy (illus. 4). The last king of Iran, Mohammad Reza Shah, and Imam Khomeini had missed each other in its grand hall by a fortnight. It was here, during his first public speech, that the latter accused the former of having ‘ruined our land’.1 He vowed to ‘pluck out the roots of monarchy’ and ‘to cut the arms of foreigners’ from Iran.

Much of the visual culture created after this avowal intended to undo the foundations of the aesthetics that the architecture surrounding the imam represented. The aim was to eliminate the imperial past and to remove colonial meddling from not only Iranian cultural life but from Iranian life tout court. Imam Khomeini intended to replace secular royal symbols that had created the ‘Pahlavi man’ with markers of Islam that would give birth to the ‘new “Islamic” man’.2 The imam’s vision of an Islamic society was predicated on the technique of replacing the culture promoted by 54 years of modernist reform with a new culture inspired by Islam, what I would call a sort of representational replacement. During the three decades following February 1979, Iranian art mirrored the foundational ideology of Imam Khomeini’s unborn religious republic. It also proved to be the most decisive tool in the implementation of this aesthetic substitution.

The referendum in March 1979 and the constitution of 1980 established the Islamic Republic of Iran. Revolutionary art, or rather this representational replacement, was conceived to remove the secular and modernist cultural environment, the parameters of which Pahlavi reformists had established in the 1920s.3 It also aimed to solve a theoretical predicament that the new theocratic republic faced. The propaganda art catered to the ideological dilemma of the political system that governed it: that the raison d’être of the official religion of Iran, Shi’ism, is advocacy for the oppressed in the status of the opposition. Among many others, Imam Khomeini famously had declared that ‘Shi’ism is a school of oppressiveness’ (shi’a maktab-e mazlumyat ast). From the outset, the leadership of the revolution recognized that the Islamic Republic needed to maintain a hold on the production of an environment wherein the legitimacy of a religious republic would be perpetuated. The creation of a certain anti-elitist, anti-avant-garde visual culture became pivotal to the preservation of the post-revolutionary status quo.

[image: image]

4 Mohsen Forughi, Mehrabad Airport, Tehran, 1958.

Since then, the state has maintained a firm command of its self-representation, on the politics of representational replacement, through the development of a populist visual environment. The tensions between the ‘Islamic’ and the ‘Republic’ are not only reflected in policies towards the arts, but remain a major structural debate among the leadership and the people of Iran. As the cultural historian Shiva Balaghi notes, the ‘people’s authorship over their cultural destiny’ guaranteed by the constitution of 1980 on the one hand, and the resolve to ‘use culture to promote an Islamic morality’ on the other, linger at the core of the contradiction within the Islamic republic.4

During the 1980s, the state produced a pictorial discourse that aimed to (re)acculturate the masses based on Shi’a-Iranian moral principles. The formulaic reproduction of extant styles, the sentimental appeal to emotions and a didactic purpose assigned to art formed a separate aesthetic and ethical system that set itself apart from and against the art promoted by the ousted Pahlavi dynasty. The art that the revolutionaries reacted to was characterized by the Western-oriented, Tehran-centred modernist and vernacular movements of the 1960s and ’70s that went hand in hand with the secularist, individualist and nationalist ideology of the ancien régime. The generous patronage of the arts by Empress Farah Pahlavi, was particularly significant. From the start of the revolution, this avant-garde art that was so closely associated with the fallen monarchy was shunned. As in many revolutionary examples in history, using the language of academic realism and populist symbolism – in the case of Iran, Shi’a iconography – a new visual language was institutionalized.

Post-revolutionary Iran remains the one state in the Muslim world where there is a sustained and systematic visual discourse that penetrates most aspects of public, private, cultural, sociopolitical and religious life. Iranians, regardless of their religion, class, gender, occupation or status, are exposed to this visual material. While not totalitarian by any means – one of the tenets of the republic is respect for private property – that visual culture fulfils a fundamental task in contemporary Iranian identity formation. Members of the society are consumers of this provocative visual environment. With the shifts in political tides since 1979, the relationship between the Iranian state and propaganda art has gone through several mutations. These, in turn, have impacted the intertwined and mirroring dialectics of public/private, street/studio. The four political phases of the Islamic Republic have been periodized by the four major figures that led them: Supreme Leader Imam Khomeini (r. 1979–89), President Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani (r. 1989–97), President Mohammad Khatami (r. 1997–2005) and President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad (r. 2005–13).5

The revolution and the eight-year war with Iraq, led by Imam Khomeini, gave birth to a new visual environment that aimed to cleanse (pak-sazi) the monarchical and Western traditions. It also attempted to create an Islamic community (Persian ommat, Arabic umma) through a synthesis of Shi’a signs and narrative with revolutionary iconography. This period saw the use of urban squares as sites of protest and control and the evolution of revolutionary graffiti and posters into official propaganda murals. The Islamization of the revolution forced by the ideological cause of the Iran–Iraq War (1980–88) was pivotal to a shift away from leftist revolutionary to Shi’a iconography and subject-matter. They were meant to rally the war effort and keep the revolutionary fervour alive.

The end of the war and the death of Imam Khomeini in 1989 ushered in the Era of Reconstruction (baz-sazi) led by President Rafsanjani. He launched economic and infrastructural reforms that aimed to rationalize governance, which in turn introduced the notion of ‘beauty’ into the post-war social matrix of reconstruction. The lay Islamic intellectuals of this period, including artists, toiled to create quality works that would open up a space for artistic expression and at the same time remain loyal to the tenets of the constitution of a Shi’a-Iranian republic. They intended to emancipate artworks from the burden of representational replacement, but preserve art’s ideological function as an agent of social betterment. In other words, art could not be superfluously for its own sake, they maintained. It needed to be committed to the larger ideological agendas, as Imam Khomeini had proclaimed.6

The concern over artistic expression moved centre stage with the watershed election in May 1997 of President Khatami, who spearheaded the ‘reform era’. His presidency was premised on the effort to form a civil society and an opening up of Iran to the rest of the world. He called this the ‘Dialogue among Civilizations’ (addressed in chapter Three).7 The official promotion of the arts, both domestically and aboard, served as an instrument of political reform. Khatami’s ideological agenda was, in effect, a restructuring of the revolutionary pictorial discourse. To sponsor artistic freedom and to beautify the built environment became hallmarks of not only his administration but the reform movement at large. The resuscitation of state-owned museums and the opening of hundreds of private galleries went hand in hand with urban beautification (ziba-sazi) projects. This included the establishment of thousands of neighbourhood parks in urban centres and the transformation of the revolutionary mural tradition from a political propaganda art to a light-hearted, playful aesthetic.

The election of President Ahmadinejad in June 2005 denoted a paradigm shift in this strategy of signage. His conservative administration halted Khatami’s various reform programmes and brought to a standstill the domestic artistic activities that had been gaining momentum since the 1990s. The beautification of cities now took on a different meaning. Neighbourhood mosques began to replace neighbourhood parks, while on the streets, the walls of buildings turned into visual battlegrounds. From Imam Khomeini’s pak-sazi via Rafsanjani’s baz-sazi to Khatami’s ziba-sazi, the dialectics between the street and the studio in Iran came full circle. The presidential election in June 2009 – during which pak-sazi revisited the street walls – was yet another expression of this inter-pollination of art and politics, between the strategies of political and pictorial discourse.8

Revolutionary Walls

On 1 May 1979, Iranians poured into the streets of Tehran to celebrate International Workers’ Day along with ‘the true spring of freedom after the 2,500-year-old monarchy’.9 A decade later, in 1990, the day was quietly marked by well-choreographed, state-funded indoor assemblies. This shift was a result of how the city’s streets had been accomplices in the revolutionary struggle. The contestation of public space was itself an act of revolt.10 The Tehran that enabled a mass uprising that overthrew Mohammad Reza Shah and ended the institution of Persian monarchy was the same Tehran planned and implemented by the king’s father.11 Reza Shah’s urban renewal of the 1930s was predicated on the implementation of broad avenues flanked by multi-storey buildings that connected to each other in large open squares. The nineteenth-century fortifications along with a substantial amount of the urban fabric in the heart of the city were levelled to create open spaces, including wide avenues, urban squares and municipal parks.

These urban policies had several physical and symbolic purposes: easy military access to the dense areas of the city; easy movement of goods and capital; the creation of modern infrastructural and communication networks; unification of space that would encourage cultural homogenization; and, above all, the manifest display of modernist architecture as a marker of national progress. By 1937, Tehran had increased its population to 700,000 inhabitants and spanned more than 46 sq. km in area. Shahreza and Pahlavi avenues formed the major east–west and north–south thoroughfares. Shahreza Avenue replaced the northern moat of Naser al-Din Shah Qajar’s 1868 Tehran. The 19-km Pahlavi Avenue connected the new train station to the Marble Palace of 1925 in the heart of the city, then continued on to the Sadabad Palace complex in the northernmost neighbourhoods. Both avenues proved decisive to the realization of a revolution that ended Pahlavi reign.

The post-war development of Tehran occurred rapidly and without much state control. Mohammad Reza Shah, who took the throne after his father’s forced exile in 1941 by the Allies, exercised little actual power until the royalist coup d’état orchestrated by the CIA and MI6 in 1953. Like his father, the young king believed in his mission to bring Iran into the twentieth century. While the former had destroyed the old system and set up a secular nation-state in the place of the Qajar empire, the latter aimed to improve the existing socio-economic infrastructure and to polish the image of the Persian secular monarchy.

While Mohammad Reza Shah’s power had been volatile in the 1940s and the early 1950s, by the early 1960s he managed to re-establish and control the ‘three Pahlavi pillars’ that had supported the unrivalled power of his father: ‘the armed forces, the court patronage network and the vast state bureaucracy’.12 Having committed himself to land and economic reforms despite all kinds of objections, on 9 January 1963 he announced the first six points of his White Revolution.13 A sweeping series of reforms intended to transform Iranian society into a modern global power, it encompassed radical reforms: reallocation of land ownership, nationalization of natural recourses and industrial enterprises, legalization of women’s suffrage and labour laws and the restructuring of justice, education, religion, health and administration. Described as ‘a revolutionary strategy aimed at sustaining a traditional system of authority’, the White Revolution enabled the king to divert power away from major agencies, such as the Plan and Budget Organization (responsible for post-war development and public-sector projects), the National Iranian Oil Company, the Women’s Organization of Iran and the Society for National Heritage, into his own hands.14 The deployment of the arts to hype the White Revolution had major implications on the development of propaganda art after 1979.

By the 1960s, when Mohammad Reza Shah was ready to carry out his own urban reforms, the spatial segregation brought about by the north–south tension was firm in Tehran. This pattern was reasserted by the king’s move from the Marble Palace in central Tehran to the Niavaran royal complex in the northern neighbourhood of Shemiran in 1959.15 It was possible to discern ‘a social gradient on a grand scale . . . on the ground’.16 In 1965, the rapid growth of Tehran’s population to 3 million within an area of 180 sq. km forced the government to devise ways to decentralize the power of urban interest groups, to find a solution for rural immigrants and to break – at least, in appearance – Tehran’s vertical axis of social promotion. A new master plan was proposed in 1969 by the architect Abdol-Aziz Farmanfarmaian and the American firm Victor Gruen Associates.17 One of its goals was to reorient the city’s expansion towards the east and west.

The city’s limits were set at 24 km from the Tajrish area in the north, Ray in the south, Mehrabad International Airport in the west and Tehran-Pars in the east (illus. 5). Systematic and state-funded industrial and residential areas started to develop along the road leading to Karaj. District 1, Kuy-e Kan, some 16 km west of central Tehran and areas surrounding the airport, became a major development site.18 In 1971 the king’s architects constructed the largest public square in the country there and placed at its centre a museum of progress. The white tower was named the Shahyad Aryamehr monument (now Azadi Tower) after the king’s title, the Light of the Aryans (Aryamehr).19 It was meant as the symbolic gate not only into the capital city but to Mohammad Reza Shah’s ‘Great Civilization’, the idealized modernist society for which the White Revolution had been launched. As the centrepiece of the king’s grand ceremonies in October 1971 marking the 2,500-year anniversary of the Persian Empire, the landmark represented the tradition of monarchy under his rule.
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5 Map of Tehran, 1974.

The utopic nature of the Great Civilization frustrated its promises of a bright future. Rapid economic development without the liberalization of political institutions, a cultural gap between the ruling elite and the masses, and urban–rural tensions resulted in rallies during the spring and summer of 1978. These protests in the open spaces of Tehran, including various squares and roundabouts, wide avenues, the bazaar and the campus of the University of Tehran, yielded a massive demonstration on 10 December 1978. Half of the city’s inhabitants, amounting to 2 million, marched on Shahreza Avenue and converged under the arch of Shahyad tower. In building a large ceremonial space to mark his reign – it was used, for instance, to celebrate the fifteenth anniversary of the White Revolution, when some 150,000 people participated – the king had inadvertently opened up a political space of insurgence and had linked it to his father’s avenues.

The scale and tectonics of the monument, designed by young Iranian architect Hossein Amanat, as well as its urban position and planning enabled the flow and agglomeration of millions who could together experience the upheaval. The walls of this and other landmarks became public billboards and televised communication apparatus. Mass engagement with the imperial site of ceremonies transformed these spaces into public places of politics. Demonstrating side by side against the monarchy, the crowd consisted of an amalgam of the wide sociopolitical spectrum: nationalist National Front supporters, pro-Soviet communist Tudehs, revolutionary communist Cheriks, Marxist-Islamist mujahedins, moderate or militant Shi’a clerics, democrats, feminists, religious and linguistic minorities and various independent groups and individuals. These demonstrators inhabited a space in which all expressions were represented.

Dispatched to Tehran as the special correspondent for Corriere della Sera and Le Nouvel Observateur, Michel Foucault was among the masses. Lamenting Europe’s abandonment of ‘political spirituality’, he described revolutionary Tehran as the much-desired ‘spirit of a world without spirit’.20 While Foucault later retracted his praises of the Iranian Revolution, in Iran, Iranians called this ‘spirit’ faza-ye baz-e siasi, the free political environment. Lasting from summer 1978 to the spring of 1979, this is considered one of the few instances in Iran’s modern history when uninhibited expression was freely exercised in the streets. The public and the private realigned as identical narratives. This environment was a fleeting moment during which representational replacement was in a state of flux.

The free political environment was instrumental in the development of the street art of the revolution that evolved into a tradition of mural art, known today as Tehran murals. Spearheaded by the staff and students of the Fine Arts Department at Tehran University, the artistic space opened up by political circumstances was given a new zeal after the declaration of martial law in September 1978. A few months earlier, a committee of 25 students headed by artists and educators Morteza Momayez (1935–2005) and Arpik Baghdasarian had set up a print shop in the department. Taking over the two exhibition halls (salon-e juri) on the first and second floors, they organized a graphic design exhibition in the spring of 1978. The first floor was devoted to posters made by students, while the second floor was an open workshop for the audience, a sort of do-it-yourself space. The exhibition attracted some 5,000 viewers per day.21
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	6 Spray-painted stencil stating ‘Death to America’ and ‘Death of Israel’, 1980s, Siose Pol (Bridge of Thirty-three), Isfahan.





Denied access to the walls of the streets, artists and art students gathered in homes to debate politics and art theory.22 Collaborative art making, especially the design and production of posters, made up these clandestine gatherings.23 Spray-painted stencil images and small-scale posters were the primary medium for these student-artists because they were cheap, quick, portable and visually effective. Spray-painted stencil calligraphy, stating ‘Death to America’ or ‘Death of Israel’, remained visible on the walls of Iranian cities until as late as 2000 (illus. 6). Their production and display techniques illustrated how the revolting students had limited access to building walls on the streets. These works had to be transported and affixed to their intended site in a matter of minutes between dusk and the enforcement of martial law at 9 p.m.24 Designed with crude, handmade notes or in avant-garde styles – the ‘artsy stuff’, as the students called it – their making was premised on an internal narrative of predominantly leftist ideology and iconography. At these early stages of the uprising, revolutionary art seldom tapped into Shi’a visual culture, as it later would.
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7 Massoud Arabshahi, Behshahr Industrial Group Conference Hall, Behshahr, 1973, bas-relief, 25 × 4 m.

Prior to the free political environment, artists were already producing revolutionary images. The official mural art that has received much attention in the Western media has its roots in the anti-shah student activities of the years before 1979. Murals were, above all, a part of the late Pahlavi official visual culture. Mohammad Reza Shah, who portrayed himself as a modernist monarch at the vanguard of social change, made use of this traditional revolutionary medium. His court and government sponsored many of the pre-revolutionary murals, and through them promoted the reforms of the White Revolution. Also called the Shah and People Revolution, it encompassed radical changes in all areas of Iranian life, as noted above.25 Mural commissions in select governmental buildings pictured progress towards the king’s Great Civilization.

In 1969, the Ministry of Health commissioned the painter, sculptor and muralist Massoud Arabshahi (b. 1935) to produce a fresco, 560 sq. m in size, in the conference room at the headquarters of the Lion and the Sun (Iran’s Red Cross). A year later, he executed a bas-relief sculpture in the Ministry of Industries and Mines in addition to a number of large architectural reliefs for various conference halls around the country. Arabshahi’s large-scale relief for the Behshahr Industrial Group conference hall depicted a futuristic city of highly ordered yet organic formation, for which he developed a mural technique ‘mostly based on ancient Iranian motifs’ (illus. 7).26 In 1975 the Ministry of Agriculture, the spearhead of the king’s land reform programme, followed suit and asked both Arabshahi and Mohammad Hassan Shidel (b. 1928) to produce murals in the halls of its Tehran headquarters. Shidel’s large fresco similarly described a science-based, secular society (illus. 8).27 Civilians encircle an abstract, futurist figure around which planets orbit. At the two ends of the extended image, the allegories of lightness and darkness loom large.

The Pahlavi court also commissioned the artist Abolghassem Sa’idi (b. 1926) to execute a mural in the Talar-e Rudaki concert hall (now Vahdat Hall). Designed by architect Yevgeny (Eugene) Aftandilian in 1967 and inspired by the Vienna State Opera, the building stood in central Tehran as an icon of late modernist architecture. Leading Iranian art critic Karim Emami praised Sa’idi’s work at the Tehran Goethe Institute exhibition as ‘largest canvas, a good mural-sized painting [sic]’.28 The subject-matter of these murals was closely monitored by SAVAK, the king’s secret police and domestic intelligence service, which in 1976 asked Shidel to alter the details of his Ministry of Agriculture mural.29 By then, one could see a correlation between the artworks commissioned by the state and the revolutionary forces lurking under these painterly practices.
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	8 Mohammad Hassan Shidel, mural in the main conference hall, Ministry of Agriculture, Tehran, 1976, acrylic on concrete.





The Pahlavi state supported street art in other ways. In 1976 Keyhan, one of the two main pro-monarchy newspapers, published an article entitled ‘Painting and Beautification of the Walls of Tehran has Begun’, advertising the state effort to enhance Tehran.30 The painter Manuchehr Niazi (b. 1936) was shown working on a large canvas in Abbasabad Avenue. Another photograph in the article depicted the painter Iraj Eskandari (b. 1956) composing his mural Someone is Coming in the courtyard of the University of Fine Arts (Daneshkade-ye Honarha-ye Ziba). The mural depicted a group of peasants following an older man, marching towards the onlooker. In insisting on portraying himself as a revolutionary, as in the 28 Mordad poster where the king hovers over the modernist white city of his Great Civilization, Mohammad Reza Shah provided a model and the space for those who appropriated the tools of power in order to first resist and then undermine it (illus. 9). In hindsight, someone was coming.31
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9 Javidi, 28 Mordad poster: Mohammad Reza Shah hovers over the white modernist city of factories, universities and stadium, 1960–79, 68.6 × 102 cm. 28 Mordad marks the Persian day and month of the 1953 coup that overthrew the Mosaddeq government and returned Mohammad Reza Shah to the throne.
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10 Arpik Baghdasarian, poster depicting a dagger resembling an oil rig splitting Mohammad Reza Shah’s crown, sponsored by the Islamic Republican Party’s propaganda department, 1978–9, 50.8 × 71 cm.

During the early stages of the Iranian Revolution, posters, murals and graffiti drew their inspiration from international revolutionary and anti-colonial traditions. Artists used a wide array of images from ‘an international repertoire’ assembled in ‘a special moment’; this was called the ‘mardomi (popular) style’.32 Similar trends in various popular styles had been a part of the ideological discourse in the Soviet Union, China, Cuba and Mexico. These were traditions that Iranian artists were aware of and ones that the government encouraged through such publications sponsored by the Hoze-ye Honar (this independent artistic entity was later renamed the Hoze-ye Andishe va Honar-e Eslami, as explained in chapter Two). The Iranian revolutionary posters are well studied, in part due to the accessibility of the Iranian poster collection at the Hoover Institution in Stanford, California.33 Using traditional revolutionary colours of back, white and red, the early posters searched for a poignant visual effect with their bold shapes and colours.

In 1978 the Islamic Republican Party’s (Hezb-e Jomhuri-ye Eslami) propaganda department sponsored a number of these posters. Arpik Baghdasarian, who had been active in the anti-shah movement at the Fine Arts Department, depicted a red-bladed dagger, its hilt an oil derrick, shattering the Pahlavi crown (illus. 10). The letters ‘USA’ are inscribed on to the king’s left shoulder.
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