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Abstract

This practice-based research explores the notion of Iranian cultural identity as
reflected in artworks exhibited in the Tehran Biennials (1958- 1966) and in a particular
individual practice. This research uses the five Tehran Biennales and their national and
international context as a tool to reveal the development of their influence on the
construction of new images of Iranian identity.

The research frames these national exhibitions within the influence of Western
modernism and Western critique of orientalism. It frames its enquiry in historical and
theoretical research and my studio practice as a contemporary Iranian artist. It constructs a
methodology appropriate for visual analysis across the five events and for examination and
comparison of individual artists and artworks. A core aim of the enquiry is gaining better
understanding of the tensions between Iranian-Islamic and pre-Islamic traditions and of the
changing national sentiment and the influence of Western modernism in the arts. My
method includes ‘action research’ that juxtaposes the theoretic, historic, and artistic aspects
based on a ‘self-observer’ and ‘observer of others’. By its cycling of studio production and
reflection through critical and visual analysis, this method has enabled me to explore
theoretical and historical contexts in my works.

The research also examines the motivations and influence of Iranian state ideology
on the formation and discontinuation of the biennales as instruments for cultural innovation
and internationalisation. As all biennales by their nature seek to survey a field of activity, the
research has remained sensitive to a wide range of artists engaged across a spectrum of
practices between 1958 and 1966. For some, the period marked a return to their traditions
and heritage to recognise and distinguish their national identity from Western art. For

others, the new challenges enabled new representations relevant to Iran in the twentieth



century. Between these poles, there were many types of ‘return’ and re-emergence, some to
Iranian and Islamic heritage, others to an earlier hospitality for international influence. This
ten-year period holds the key to my own understanding of my studio practice and the
emergence of collage as a technique central to my work. Collage and mixing media have
become powerfully associated with the challenges I face in negotiating between East and
West, old and new values, and my changing perceptions of myself. The different layers in
collage and its variety of media metaphorically suggest the concept of Iranian identity as a
layered and collective identity.

While my practice comprises autobiographical elements, it is nonetheless analytical in
that it draws on the history of the Biennial period. The Tehran Biennials and their attempts
to form a new Iranian art provide the background against which I project my conceptions of
identity and memory. They are part of the legacy that enables me, a contemporary Iranian
woman artist, to explore the various perspectives regarding Iranian identity and the means by
which artists visualise it. Moreover, the practice-based method adapted in this research has
enabled me to combine historical overview, visual analysis of modern art in Iran, and
contemporary insights to offer new an understanding of how art reflects changing identities.
This study defines identity, in a personal level, as a multi-layered identity, including

fragmented and fragile layers that form within socio-cultural and individual values.
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Preface

Past: Iran

Before I have started my PhD journey, in my art practice, I had focused on space
in particular cities’ landscapes to investigate nature found in cities and the image of a
garden. The first idea of these works came from the reflection of trees on water streams

that can be seen all over Tehran.

These images recall the wilderness of different parts of Iran that I saw during my
trips: fields and deserts that are ornamented with individual trees. Trees are one of the
few elements of nature that play a role in the civic life of human beings. Forests become
smaller and cities become bigger. And humans try to find a new way to recreate lost
nature within cities. Therefore, they bring trees to cities, as an important element of
nature, which look like strangers lost amongst buildings that stretch to the sky. This is
how I define the existence of trees in cities: held captive in cities, trees imagine the free

nature to which they belong.

In my paintings, trees remain as a shadow which is floating in their dreams. They
are lost in the depths of cities. My garden’s trees are floating in their ambition (Figures 1

and 2).



Figure 1 Untitled, 80 x 80cm, oil colour on canvas, 2009



Figure 2 Untitled, 80 x 80cm, oil colour on canvas, 2009



Past and Present: Iran and the UK

To explore my position as a person in relation to space —both geographical and
social - influenced by social movements in my home city, I started to make identical
collages on second-hand books by using my old self-portrait photos, drawings and
paintings. In this project, I added my own dreams, nightmares and life experiences onto

the pages which hold the previous owner’s ideas (Figures 3 and 4).

Figure 3 From the Ideal Ego series, first book, 2011



Figure 4 From the Ideal Ego series, first book, 2011



Present: The UK

In the different periods of my works, space, as a living environment, and my
memories and experiences have a significant role. Moving from Iran to the UK has led to
dramatic changes in different aspects of my life. This geographical relocation provides
me with different conceptual perspectives on personal and social levels. It highlighted the
role of personal memories and experiences in my works which appear as a new layer on
my works. The impacts of these changes are reflected in my artworks by using new media
such as video. It also can be seen in the art techniques that I used. For instance, collage
represents the concept of collective identity, and transferring images on canvas
metaphorically visualize the effects of moving from a place to another on a person. It
also shows the damage remaining from this transition and the repairs which a person
tries to make to them. In addition, I have always used photography at the base of my
works. It has become more visible in the works that I made during my PhD studio
practice. In this stage, the different layers of collage, drawing and paintings appear and

reside closely.

Besides, my works have been profoundly influenced by the artistic and
conceptual features of the artworks exhibited in Tehran Biennials. The manners that the
artists choose to represent their Iranian tradition and national identity in being modern
and international influenced my personal and artistic journey during my PhD. In other
words, I traced the ways that the Iranian modern artists manage to make a balance
between national and international levels in their artworks. This research brings these

challenges and the solutions to the surface and offers a detailed visual analysis of them.

Furthermore, three major inspirations influenced my works: my living
environment, nature, and the images in my creative mind. The first brings urban spaces

and sign into my work, the second creates contrasts and harmony, and the third



challenges me to create imaginary aspects to make a new picture. All in all, I try to show
all my concerns in my drawings and paintings with forms and colours. Moreover, I have
a prevailing tendency to use contemporary and traditional symbols in my work; symbols

entangled in our ordinary life, without which our humanity would be in question (Figures

5 and 0).

Figure 5 Negotiating 1, Mixed media on canvas, 2013, 102 x 56 cm



Figure 6 Disruption 1, Mixed media on canvas, 100 x 119 cm, 2016



Chapter 1: The Multi-Face Identity:

1.1. Introduction

This practice-based research starts with self-observation. My perception of my
social identity has been challenged and reshaped in a multi-cultural context, through my
experience of living in and between Iran and the UK. This allowed me a panoramic view
of how social identities interact, negotiate and differ.

In this research, I have followed in the steps of many other Iranian artists who, as
Keshmirshekan (2013, p. 58) suggested, stepped outside their selves to have a critical
view of their national roots. This led to dismantling the secrecy and transparency of the
aspects of identity, and how they correlate with my experiences and self-perception. As
Gramsci puts it, ‘the starting-point of critical elaboration is the consciousness of what
one really is, and is ‘knowing thyself” as a product of the historical process to date, which
has deposited in you an infinity of traces’ (Gramsci cited in Said 2003, p. 25).

Throughout my personal and academic experiences, I have constructed a sense of
identity through a collection of socially-situated layers; a layering of perceptions,
experiences and responses arising from a number of transitions, from the geographic to
the conceptual. I have gone through these tensions when I left the comfort of my local
community in Iran into the challenging new culture in UK. Moreover, analysing the
artworks exhibited in the Tehran Biennials allowed me to place, conceptually, Iranian art
against the wider backdrop of mid-twentieth century art with all its ruptures and
innovations, and see the first steps of introducing modern art to Iranian society in a
much greater depth.

The historical research enabled me to critically observe myself; my culture and

training but also my ideologies. The outcome of this research is a detailed historical

1 Note on Translation. The system of translation adopted in this study is based on the Infernational Jonrnal of
Middle East Studies. However, this system does not account for the use of more familiar forms of certain
Persian names and places.



investigation of the impact of a sequence of internationally important public events,
alongside and simultaneous to, the production of a contemporary studio practice
enabling self-analytical autobiographical work in paint, collage and video.

The Tehran Biennials (1958-1966) were launched in the middle of the twentieth
century in Iran as a medium through which Iranian modern artists, on one hand, and the
state and art organisers, on the other, could achieve their artistic and political aims.
Iranian artists and the government wanted to use art as a means to represent their
historical heritage and traditions while at the same time capitalising on Western art styles.
Tehran Biennials attempted to align Iranian contemporary art with Western modernist
values by means of recycling earlier Persian models into a new art appropriate to the
twentieth century. The analysis of Tehran Biennials reveals clearly how the cultural and
socio-political conditions during those years influenced the formation of Iranian modern
art, which is the basis for Iranian contemporary art.

1.1.1. Obstacles of the study

I encountered many fascinating and often surprising obstacles in carrying out this
research. First, there was a lack of documentation concerning Tehran Biennials and
documentation that did exist was geographically dispersed. For example, I found the
catalogues for the first and third Tehran Biennials in a library in Mashhad in Iran, the
catalogue for the second in Abass Moayeri’s studioz in Paris, the fourth catalogue in a
library in Shiraz in Iran, and the fifth in the National Library of Iran in Tehran. Second,
the Biennials’ catalogues are executed in black and white, which imposes an obvious
limitation on this study because these sources totally ignore the dimension of colour even
though colour is an essential element in the artworks. Third, I could not identify the

names of some participating artists in the Tehran Biennials since many of them remain

2 Abbas Moayeri lives in Paris studying the Petsian miniature and is determined to preserve the basic
and artistic aspects of this traditional Iranian Art. In 1984, he created courses about this form of Persian art
the Association for the Development of Cultural Activities (ADCA) in Paris in order to exhibit this noble
art of his native land.
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unknown today. Finally, the initiation and discontinuation of the Biennials is not
documented in any material way save for the catalogues of each Biennial. Inasmuch as
original source documentation for the Tehran Biennials is so lacking, I was compelled to
make extensive use of Keshmirshekan’s (2013) Contemporary Iranian Art, New Perspective as
this work is one of the very few tenable resources. Thus, this work draws heavily on
Keshmirshekan’s work.
1.1.2. Scope of study

One of the gaps this study attempts to bridge is the lack of a detailed context-
sensitive analysis of Tehran Biennials. Many art historians mentioned the Biennials in
their writing as important historical events in Iranian modern art. Furthermore, most of
the works about Tehran Biennials are descriptive and statistical presentations and lack a
developed international perspective and critical analysis. There is a need to analyse the
Biennials as important events that represent the development of art and the relationship
between art and socio-politics changes. This analysis of the Biennials reviews how the
Iranian government used these artistic events to enhance the state ideology in the society.

Secondly, although Iranian identity has been extensively researched in the fields
of history, philosophy, and literature, there is a lack of research about how Iranian
modern art constructed this identity. Therefore, this project investigates and identifies the
period in the mid twentieth century where it is evident that Iranian artists are developing
ideas and images that accommodate their senses of heritage and of selthood and their
responses to the changing social, political, and aesthetic conditions of that time.

This study consists of four chapters. The first takes the artworks as a starting
point for an analysis of the implications of Iranian identity in different aspects of the

subject regarding historical, social, and political themes. In doing this, I consider the

11



effects of orientalisms and Modernity as the main arrows of the West’s influence.
Chapter 2 focuses on the Tehran Biennials, which attempted to align Iranian
contemporary art with Western modernist values whilst at the same time recycling earlier
Persian models into a new art for the twentieth century. This chapter outlines the history
of Tehran Biennials. Additionally, it traces the different aspects of the Iranian identity
and the effects of the West on the process and aims of the Tehran Biennials. Moreover,
it develops a detailed analysis of the artworks exhibited in Tehran Biennials based upon
the main subject and the themes that they represent via an iconographic study. This
chapter traces how Iranian artists practiced to define a ‘national art.” It discusses how
these artists revived their Iranian identity by depicting the elements and symbols that
represent pre-Islamic and Islamic Iranian heritage, that symbolise national sentiment, and
that reflect Western influences. Chapter 3 palces my work in the context of Iranian and
another contemporary practice. It is a bridge between archival research of the Tehran
Biennials and my work. Chapter 4 centres on my practice as it studies the influences of
my Iranian heritage and the influences of Western society on my own practice.
1.2. Framework: The Academic Aspect of the Thesis

My research aims to explore and understand Iranian perceptions at a time of
social and cultural change. I pay particular attention to the influence of modernity and
orientalism and the manner in which these concepts contributed to the emergence of
new expressions of the self, gender, religious belief, and national ambition. I pursue the
enquiry through conventional academic research and through my practice as research,
where each approach will inform the other yet make unique contributions.

The research questions are:

3 Guidance on the capitalization of orientalism, orientalist, oriental, and the Otient has been provided by
the Oxford English Dictionary (http://www.oxforddictionaties.com/us/definition
/american_english/otientalism).
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Research Questions 1: How has the expression of Iranian identity evolved in
the artworks exhibited in the Tehran Biennials between 1958 and 1966? How have
modernity and orientalism impacted upon this process?

Research Question 2: Can influences of the modern period be seen today and
explored through an individual contemporary art practice?

The year 1958 witnessed the first Tehran Biennial, a milestone in the
development of modern art in Iranian society. The year 1966 marked the fifth and last
Tehran Biennial. This era in Iran between 1958 and 1966 is an essential reference point
for understanding current artistic practices by contemporary Iranian artists. Through the
documentation of the five Tehran Biennials, my study explores the challenges faced by
fine artists negotiating between their pre-Islamic heritage and their Iranian-Islamic
experience in the context of a new wave of Western influence. I address the overarching
research questions through stages of focus on three subquestions:

Subquestion 1. How has Iranian identity been depicted in painting between 1958
and 1966?

Subquestion 2. What markers have modernity and orientalism left on Iranian
modern art?

Subquestion 3. How are the tensions between Iranian-Islamic and pre-Islamic
traditions, the national sentiment, and Western influence manifested visually in the
articulation of artistic works?

This study investigates the challenges that modern artists encountered in their
attempts to define the terms ‘national art’ and ‘national school of art’, within the artists’
sense of belonging to a nation that was facing Western influence. During this decade, it
was not only modernism which influenced artists: young artists, moved by national
sentiment, became increasingly concerned with understanding their national culture

(Keshmirshekan 2009, p.15). When artists modernised their art, urgent questions related
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to Iranian identity were raised concerning the construction of national identity in Iranian
modern art.

The Tehran Biennials which ran for a decade beginning in 1958 were among the
most influential national cultural achievements by collective actions across a broad front
of cultural figures and pioneering modern artists. These Biennials helped the Iranian state
and artists developing their unique identity and introduced them to national and
international art media and markets. Notably, during this period, both artists and the
government had similar objectives. They both wanted to revive Iranian heritage,
modernise national identity, and promote understanding amongst different communities
and sectors of Iranian society.

One way of thinking about Western influence upon Easterners is in the manner
of Edward Said’s discussion of orientalism. European culture managed and produced the
Orient at the sociological and ideological levels (Mackenzie 1995, p.9). If we draw on
questions of orientalism as raised by Said, ‘the sense of Western power over the Orient is
taken for granted as having the status of scientific truth’ (Said, 2003, p.46). In the light of
this slippery and multifaceted conception of identity, the Easterners’ self-perception and,
therefore, their understanding of their identity includes how the Western world defines
tdentity. The clash of cultural understandings manifests in the idea of the artist’s role and
the ways that artists present themselves socially.

In my approach to Iranian modern art, I examine the combination of the spiritual
and the material (East and West respectively). How does Iranian modern artists manage
the tension between the spiritual and the material? Before modernity, ‘the task of human
creativity in Islamic thought is conceived as that of referring to and making manifest God’s
creative work rather than “showing off” one’s own ability to create’ (Nadarajan, 2007, p. 6,
author’s emphasis). In their attempt to balance the pre-Islamic and the Islamic Iranian

identity with modernity, artists faced the problem of maintaining a balance between the
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material and spiritual aspects of the society. The Iranian definition of the material world
was based on Western values, which were not consistent with the artists’ spiritual values.
This inconsistency arose due to an exaggerated attempt, on the Iranians’ part, to
compensate for lack of material achievement (Banani 1961, p.157). I sought trace how
artists of the time responded to relationships between Western materialism, the enduring
orientalist characterisations of the ‘exotic’, and the range of contemporary Iranian
conceptions of spiritual beliefs.
1.2.1. Methods

This research constructs a means of analysing the artworks exhibited in the
Tehran Biennials and published in their cataloguess. To have a better understanding of
the works exhibited in those years, I have separated and copied the images from the
catalogues and arranged them into visual maps (visual maps 1 to 5). These visual maps
offer a micro view of individual artworks exhibited in each Biennial. They also reveal the
macro overarching tendencies in the five Biennials. Opening the Tehran Biennials’
catalogues reveals the curatorial history of the artworks contained. Bringing the images
beside each other represents a single body of artworks, collectively assigning a group
identity while carrying forward their individuality and retaining their original status as
when they were exhibited. Here, after five decades, we can go back in time to visit
Tehran Biennials. Time and distance allow for a better understanding of individual artists,
the strengths and weaknesses of the different Biennials, and enables us to identify and
differentiate the early stages in the development of Iranian contemporary art.

This research employs ‘action research’ methodology, which constructs cycles of
studio production and reflection through critical and visual analysis. My studio practice

combines traditional (formal and technical) strategies with critical approaches that look at

4436 images of the artworks exhibited in Tehran Biennials published in the Biennials’ catalogues. I saw a
few of them in different exhibitions such as Global/ Local 1960-2015: Six Artists from Iran (January- April
2016), Grey Art Gallery, New York University.
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the role of ideology in the visual production. “To explore the meaning of images is to
recognize that they are produced within dynamics of social power and ideology’ (Sturken
& Cartwright, 2009, p. 22).

Therefore, this research juxtaposed the theoretic, historic, and artistic aspects that
formed this research based on a ‘self-observer’ and ‘observer of others’ process (Gray &
Malins, 2004, pp. 20-21). Self-observation introduces a critical point of view in the
practice part of this research. Analysing the Tehran Biennials has been fundamental to
introduce the perspective and experiences of the modern Iranian artists who investigated
their national identity in their artworks.

Exploring these artworks has enabled me understand more fully the complexity
of the historical process of modernisation in Iranian art and has provided me with
conceptual tools—the interpretation of symbols, analyses of metaphors, and the
significance of historical references—that I can refine and apply to the twenty-first
century.

I reflect these conceptual tools in my practice. At a micro, local level, we are what
we represent: a careful or careless selection of different layers of the social and historical
context in which we live. Our everyday lives are composed of movements back and forth
behind the scenes and on the stage, where we present our ‘selves’. Society does not
provide us with clear instructions on how to act. Indirectly, society confines and forms us
through a process of representation, mediated by language and other symbolic systems.
These systems, historically, construct and, at the same time, confine our experience of
forming our multi-faceted identity.

1.3. Framework: The Conceptual Aspect of the Thesis

This study accepts an understanding of identity as a combination and negotiation

of different elements, which can be explained by the metaphor of layers and layering.

Identity is not one-dimensional, but is comprised of multiple layers, each layer
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representing one aspect of a person’s identity and buildings additional layers through
relationships and interactions with other people and through socio-political changes and
social-historical memory. This enquiry demonstrates that in the art under analysis—an art
derived from a narrative and depictive tradition—we will see how images and symbols
are representative of both an interior and exterior world. In my practice, I explore the
depiction of the layers of my identity, while I am researching the way that Iranian modern
artists in the mid-twentieth century depicted their view of Iranian national identity in
their works. This practice-based research is set between the different layers of historical
facts, general themes, and art practices. The layers overlap and, at some points, they are
transparent; by looking at one, we can see the other. In other cases, they are opaque and
cover up all other layers. Reflected in these multiple layers are the history of negotiation,
struggle, and reconciliation between the different, sometimes competing, sometimes,
supporting, elements of identity.

1.3.1. Identity

Identity ‘touches each one of us, reverberating within and throughout individual,
social and cultural domains. The relationship between these is contingent, or in prospect,
not already accomplished or given. Identity can be described as a process which entails
differentiation between the self, not-self and other’ (Steyn 1997, p. 1). Identity brings past
and future together and explains the present time. It constructs the historical memory of
a group of people who are living together as a nation.

My understanding of a person’s identity is one formed by his or her individuality
developing within social and cultural factors. ‘By living in society, we live in ideology, and
systems representation are the vehicles of the ideology’ (Sturken & Cartwright 2009, p.
70). Individuals’ identities are a combination of different aspects of an ideology
represented in the social and cultural domains. Ideology is defined as ‘the shared set of

values and beliefs that exist within a given society and through which individuals live out
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their relations to social institutions and structures. Ideology refers to the way that certain
concepts and values are made to seem like natural, inevitable aspects of everyday life’
(Sturken & Cartwright 2009, p. 445).
1.3.2. Iranian identity

Iranian identity is a collective feeling among the people who live in the historical
lands of Iran and share historical experiences and cultural tradition (Ashraf 2012b). ‘For
about a century, Iranians, as “the first historical people” in the world, to use Hegel’s
statement, have been dealing with a crisis of identity as the result of problems they have
faced in the reconstruction of their past, on the one hand, and the determination of their
role in the modern world, on the other’ (Moussavi-Aghdam 2014, p. 133). This historical
self-conception is an essential part of the modern Iranian identity. It has been a focal
feature in re-defining and reproducing the Iranian identity on a new basis. It is against
this background that the Iranian state in the twentieth century tried to construct a new
national identity, which took Iranian heritage as a starting point for renewal. Alongside
cultural and technological influences from travel and trade, Persian and more recently
Iranian self-image has been seen through the lens of Western academic studies.

Therefore, Iranian society, especially its intellectuals, started to know the West as
a manifestation of modernity, while the West perceived Iran as a land of natural
resources—an exotic, mysterious, and authentic culture. Worthy of exploration, a land
having a very different history and culture but highly sophisticated wotld view.
1.3.3. Western impact: Orientalism perspective

Western studies about East (Orient) were published as orientalism studies.
Iranian studies, a subset of orientalism studies, is an interdisciplinary field whose areas of
interest involve the history, literature, art and culture of Iranian peoples. Exemplars such
as the establishment of institutions such as the SOAS school of the University of

London, founded in 1916 as the School of Oriental Studies, and The British Institute of
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Persian Studies, established in 1961, to support research on Iran and the Persianate
world, have helped to expand and publish academic research about Iran. In addition,
academics, authors, and archaeologists such as Arthur Upham Popes and Henry Corbins
influenced the way that Iranians, especially intellectuals, think of themselves and, through
Western interpretations, provided a platform for Iranians to acquire knowledge about
their cultural heritage and ancient history.

Orientalism is a dialogue, based on a distinction between Occident (West) and
Orient (Fast). This dialogue is the basis of the West’s representation of the East. As Karl
Marx said of Easterners, “They cannot represent themselves; they must be represented’
(quoted by Said 2003, p. 293). Edward Said used the term orientalism in three
interdependent senses: as an academic field, as a style of thought based on the distinction
made between ‘the Orient’ and ‘the Occident’, and as ‘a Western style for dominating,
restructuring, and having authority over the Otient’ (Said 2003, pp. 2-3).

The role of these modes of thinking can be seen in the way orientalist painters
represented the Orient in their works, creating a visual culture about the East. ‘Orientalist
painter’ is an extended term that can refer to ‘a large number of artists who produced
representations of the Orient, including South Asia and the Far East, between the
eighteenth and the twentieth centuries’ (MacKenzie 1995, p. 43).

Orientalist painters from the eighteenth to the twentieth century travelled to the
East. Some of the orientalist artists established their ‘studios in the East and sold
portraits, street scenes, and topographical studies as souvenirs to travellers’ (MacKenzie

1995, p. 48). Many of them saw the Middle East ‘with total awe for the most minute

5 Arthur Upham Pope (1881-1969), quoting from Noel Siver (2005), ‘American educator, author, and
ardent advocate of Persian art and architecture. From the 1920s until his death in 1969 Pope introduced
and promoted Persian art and culture through publications, exhibitions, congresses, lectures and graduate-
level courses. His best-known work is “A Survey of Persian Art” (q.v.), published in six massive and well-
illustrated volumes by Oxford University Press in 1938-39”.

6 Henry Corbin (1903- 1978), quoting from Shayegan (2011), ‘French philosopher and orientalist best
known as a major interpreter of the Persian role in the development of Islamic thought’.
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detail of colour, light, skin, fabric, and texture’ (Davies 2005, p. 49). Orientalist
painters—David Roberts7, Gustav Bauernfeinds, Herman David Solomon Corrodis,
Jean-Léon Géromeo, Fredrick Arthur Bridgmanii—explored many different subjects
such as Middle Eastern and Mediterranean history, desert climate conditions, the great

pilgrim caravans, and Islamic architecture (Davies 2005, p. 51). These paintings do not

only represent a genre, but a cliché of their approach. (Figure 7)

Figure 7 Jean-Léon Géréme, The Snake Charmer, 1879, oil on canvas, 83.8 x 122.1 cm

MacKenzie (1995) believed that orientalist painters had informed the modern
critics about orientalism. They ‘portrayed the decayed and backwards civilisations of the
East in order to render them more amenable to the economic, cultural and political

transformations of imperialism’ (p. 67). He continued that if orientalism is read in

7 Scottish orientalists (1796-1864).

8 German orientalists (1848-190).

9 Italian otientalists, (1844-1905).

10 French orientalists (1844-1904)

11 American Otrientalists (1847-1928)
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alternative and more convincing ways, the nineteenth-century orientalists were culturally
conservative and technically innovative. They found in the East ancient verities lost in
their own civilisations and tried to discover echoes of a world that they had lost
(MacKenzie 1995, p. 67).

Regardless of the genuine intentions of orientalist painters, their images formed
our conception and visual culture about East. By showing different subjects such as daily
life, historical, and religious sites and towns, these paintings preserve the image of Fast in
the eighteenth, nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries. They formed our
contemporary understanding of the ancient East. In other words, the visual knowledge
and memory that we, Easterners, have about our past were created from the point of
view of Westerners who tried to discover echoes of a world that they lost in the Fast.

It is notable that in Iran before the late Safavid era (1502-1730), painting was
most commonly applied to book illustration. This tradition, commonly called the Persian
miniature, was fundamentally different from European paintings that remained a vibrant
visual culture for contemporary Europe. Many European paintings of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries give valuable information about the landscape, the daily life of
different classes of peoples, their lifestyles and living conditions, and the tools and
clothes of the era. However, Iranians used oral and written literature to preserve their
ancient heritage and culture, and even in Persian miniatures we see epic poems, myths,
and religious themes rather than the real world of historical buildings, landscapes, and
still-life. The influence of Persian classic literature can be traced in Iranian modern and
contemporary arts. Moreover, museums which were built to house archaeological
discoveries, such as the Iran National Museum (Muze-ye Iran-e Bastan) built in 1972,
gathered antique items and assembled them together for the first time. They made visible
the Iranians’ ancient pictorial heritage which derived from to their pre-Islamic and

Islamic eras forebears.
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The lack of documentation concerning visual culture helped the orientalist
paintings gain their current stature as an archive of the East visual heritage, used not only
by the West but also by Easterners themselves. Based on this conception, we can argue
that in the light of orientalist paintings’ perspective toward the East, Iranian visual artists
found these pictures as a window to their visual heritage and that these helped them to
improve their vision of their past. Accepting the orientalist painters’ perspective gives rise
to the notion of internalised orientalism, meaning that the image that we, Easterners,
have about our past is the lost image in the West civilisation. It also creates a mysterious
conception toward the visual practices of Fastern artists. Consequently, the Eastern
artists represent the unseen parts of their culture and the images that we cannot see in the
West, namely, the mysterious or nostalgic images that please the Western audience and
attract Western art markets and collectors. Orientalist painters, in the lost images, may
have represented the exotic, mysterious, and authentic conception of the past after they
had visited the large, cryptic ancient sites, buildings and sculptures which have been
unknown to contemporary people.

The Western historians, archaeologists, politicians, and artists who have studied
the Hast and investigated its history and culture lived in the East. They tried to represent
and shape the Easterners’ lifestyle and culture in all aspects based on the Western values,
which recall the initial objection to the orientalist conception as claimed by Marx, [...]
they [Easterners] must be represented’ (Said 2003, p. 293). For instance, the Western
researchers and scholars inevitably saw Damascus and Jerusalem through the literature of
Shakespeare and the Bible, rendering the reality of Eastern culture and behaviours
subject to their expectations. From Said (2003), if we concede orientalism as a “Western
style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient’ (p. 3), we accept
the notion that the West had the power to re-create the East based on Western interests,

giving a new cultural identity to the peoples who live in that part of the world by a
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culture external to these peoples.
1.3.4. The Western impact: Modernism

The Eastern states such as Iran and Turkey facilitated the Western influence by
adapting certain Western values and employing them in their societies. It is important to
bear in mind that Iranian society did not become familiar with the concept of a
“modern” society in the same way the Western nations did. The idea of modernity, as
Marshal Berman believes, roughly started at the beginning of the sixteenth century after
which Western societies passed through three different phases to reach their current
concept of modernity. The first phase lasted until the end of the eighteenth century and
witnessed some aspects of modern life, but did not see the construction of modernity as
a definition of new socio-cultural attributes of people’s lives. The second phase began
under the lights of the great revolutionary wave that swept the late 1700s, such as the
French Revolution, which forced a sense of modernity on every aspect of personal,
social, and political life. In the third phase, the process of modernisation affected world
culture, achieving profound success in the visual and literary arts, but at the same time
shattering into fragments resulted in losing touch with its roots (Berman 1983, pp. 16-
17).

We can trace the influence of the West on Iran’s culture to the late Qajar dynasty,
the last old kingdom in Iran, in the eighteenth century. At this time, the idea of
nationalism was promoted as one of Western inspiration. “The nationalism as it
developed towards the end of Qajar era and the Pahlavi period was itself a product of the
Western influence and nationalism’ (Yarshater 2015, interview). In this respect, modern
national sentiments developed under the influence of the Western ideology of
nationalism. In Europe, a nation state would invest in institutions that reflected its
particular self-image—a national theatre, a national gallery a national art school—all

centralised and state sponsored. In Iran, it was in the Qajar era (1794 — 1925) that
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Iranians became familiar with the products of the modern world such as electricity,
railways, new educational systems, and opera salons. The construction of Tekia Dowlat,
the Royal Theatre salon in Tehran, which was built in the 1870s, shows the influence of
modernity in representing Iranian traditional arts. Interestingly, ‘according to many
European visitors, its dazzling splendour and intensity of dramatic action overshadowed
even the opera houses in Western capitals’ (Chelkowski 2009). By Reza Shah’s order, this
salon was destroyed in 1947 and replaced by a bank building (Rubin 1994, p. 215).

The Qajar state, on a small scale, established schools that followed Westerns
styles and recruited Western teachers. The government also sent students to European
countries and employed Western counsellors. Later, they imported new technologies and
created industries that helped in expanding Western modern-world values into Iranian
society. These changes introduced notions of a modern society to upper-class Iranians.
Ordinary Iranian society started to recognise the effect of modernity in daily life at the
onset of the Pahlavi dynasty in the twentieth century. These changes coincided with the
third phase of modernity in the West. In the twentieth century, ‘the process of
modernization expands to take in a virtually whole world, and the developing world
culture of modernism achieves spectacular triumphs in art and thought’ (Berman 1983, p.
17).

As discussed above, one of the reflections of otientalism could be seen in
Easterners’ adoption of Western notions about the East. In the twentieth century, Iranian
society underwent a significant socio-cultural change due to the Reza Shah’s
modernisation policy, which compelled Iranian society to accept Western values, such as
wearing Western-style clothes, the unveiling of women, and the introduction of
European legal and educational systems. The impact these changes implanted in the
minds of most Iranians was the notion that the West was more advanced than the East.

To have a better life, they thought that they needed to follow Western styles in the
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political, cultural, and social fields. By looking at themselves from a Western perspective,
the core meaning of orientalism is activated: The West is better than the East.

It is important to mention here that although the Iranian state tried to import the
appearance of modernity, it did not accept one of the basic tenets of modernity, namely,
a system of democratic rule. Rather, the Iranian state’s aim was to sustain hegemony over
the country. The result was a society that modernised some cultural and economic
practices, but never gave up its old and traditional ways of thinking along the political
dimension. In other words, Iranians were confined within the old social structures while
attempting to adopt modernity, which created contradictions and eventual fractures in
Iran’s socio-political practices.

The discourse against the Westernisation of the Iranian society arose amongst
Iranian intellectuals. The treatise Occidentosis: a plague from the West (Gharbzadigi) written in
1962 by Jalal Al-Ahmad (1923- 1969) an Iranian writer, thinker, and a social and political
critic led the way in openly challenging the importation or western mores. He used the
term ‘Occidentosis’. which is translated as ‘Westernisation” and ‘West toxination’. He
described the relationship between Iran and West as unidirectional, in which Iran
imported material and cultural commodities and models in different fields like industry
and education, including the Iranian’s own view of themselves. Dariush Ashoori (b.
1938), an Iranian researcher, author and translator believed that the Occidentosis theory -
as a historical criticism of the relation between ‘us” and “West” was a form of our
‘historical consciousness’ in the contemporary era. He also argued that Al-Ahmad’s book
represented an intellectual position which counterposed the world of traditional culture
and the modern world, which he called a ‘third world’ position (Ashoori 2009).

The above discussion touches upon the issue that Iranian society faced in the last
century when the idea of modernity was introduced to the country. Iranians from all

walks of life questioned the roles of tradition and modernity in their society. At that time,
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the question of identity imposed itself heavily, making a balance between the traditional
world and the modern one an important issue for Iranians. Through the traditional
world, Iranians shared historical memory, heritage, and culture. Into this milieu, the West
introduced a heretofore unknown concept of a modern society, based on the Western
historical memory and cultural heritage. The tension between this chiefly Western
ideation superimposed on the context of the values of tradition in Iran lies at heart of
Ashoori’s notion of ‘third world’.

1.3.5. The Origin of the Iranian Nation: Perspectives

The primary concern of the Iranian intellectuals in the twentieth century was to
reconceptualise the origin of the Iranian nation. Three main perspectives delivered
different answers to this challenge. First, the romantic perspective reflected that the
‘nations are natural and essential elements in history since time “immemorial”” (Ashraf
2012a). Second, modernist or post-modernist perspectives rejected the romantic view
and defined the ‘nation as a modern construct’ (Ashrat 2012a). Finally, the ‘civic nation’
is ‘the product of modernity and as such could not be applied retrospectively to pre-
modern times, but it strongly rejects the modernist and post-modernist contention of a
radical discontinuity between a modern nation and its historical past’ (Ashraf 2012a). The
three perspectives discuss the different aspects of identity from various perspectives,
meaning that they are complementary rather than exclusive. All of them influenced, to
varying degrees, Iranian intellectuals and formed Iranian society’s conception of itself as a
nation.

From a post-colonial point of view, the three perspectives might be seen
emanating from a Western school of thought, reflecting the influence of the West on
investigating the Iranian identity. The effects of orientalists’ views as being of Western
influence are very evident. For example, Said (2003) has shown the importance of such

influence in the evaluations of cultures and people:
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Orientalism is never far from what Denys Hay has called the idea of Europe, a
collective notion identifying ‘us’ Europeans as against at ‘those’ non-Europeans, and
indeed it can be argued that the major component in European culture is precisely what
made that culture hegemonic both in and outside Europe: the idea of European identity
as a superior one in comparison with all the non-European peoples and cultures. (p. 7)

European orientalists, as Mostafa Vazirii2 (1993) claimed, highlighted the pre-
Islamic and old national elements amongst Iranians. This was achieved through the
transformation of Iran, as a geographical label, ‘into a people endowed with all kinds of
national and racial characteristics’ (p. 3), which was partly done in order to advocate for
the European political and racial ideology, arising from the authority of European
orientalism. It can thus be argued that the pre-Islamic Iran’s emphasis on the romantic-
nationalist perspective is a direct result of the European influence. “The resulting interest
in antiquity awakened (or perhaps engendered) the pre-Islamic and ancient national
consciousness of Iran’ (p. 3).

Following European orientalists, Iranian thinkers and historians have explored
their ancient history. Vaziri argued that the ‘historians and historiography in Iran have
been deeply affected by Western historical, archaeological, and philological finds and
have put very little effort into developing their own systematic study of history, whether
about Iran or about the outside world’ (Vaziri 1993, p. 152). Thus, Iranian scholars
adopted Western epistemological frames and methods to study their ancient and
contemporary histories. In other words, we can trace the internalised orientalism in

Iranians’ way of thinking.

12 Mostafa Vaziti, as of this writing, is a lecturer at the University of Innsbruck.
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Before the modern era in Iran, Iranians knew themselves from classical Persian
literature such as Shabnamehis and other poems and mythical texts, which served as an
ideological foundation of the Pahlavis’ state. Iranian intellectuals in the eatly twentieth
century attempted to demonstrate their identity by relying on their national history as
represented in the history of the modern West (Moussavi-Aghdam 2014, p. 132). From
the outset of the Pahlavi Dynasty in the 1920s, the state found the romantic narration of
Iranian identity as their official ideology and tried to revive consciousness of ancient
Achaemeniania glory. The state constructed a modern Iranian national identity mostly
based on pre-Islamic Iranian heritage combined with modern world values. The
emergence of a romantic, nationalist perspective was influenced by the writings of both
Western and Iranian scholars in the field of Iranian studies (Ashraf 2012a). They
functioned as an ideological foundation for Iranian nationalist groups (Ashraf 2012a).

Similar circumstances and perspective are reflected in the research dealing with
Iranian art history and thus shape the interpretation and understanding of our visual
heritage. The impact of Western influence in Iranian art history is indisputable. The very
first history was written by an American author and published in the west. This author
was Arthur Upham Pope (1881-1969) who, along with his German editor Ernst Herzfeld
(1879-1948), placed ‘special emphasis on ancient Persian, articulated vis-a-vis the
contemporary history of modern Western art’ (Moussavi-Aghdam 2014, p. 135). Also, in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, European and American archaeologists wrote

about ancient Iran. Rizvi (2007 stated, ‘Books on the art and architecture of Iran, which

13 Shahnameb (the book of kings) written by Abu’l-Qasim Ferdowsi Tusi (940-1020 CE) ‘is the last and
definitive retelling of the Iranian national saga in verse. This monumental poem of some 50,000 verses,
completed in 400/1010 and dedicated to Mahmud of Gazna. The manusctipt covers the whole of the
legendary and, from the time of Alexander onward, the semi-legendary history of Iran. The poem begins
with the “first king” Gayomart and continues through to the Arab conquest. It is justly regarded by
Persians as their national epic par excellence’ (Blois 1995).

14 Achaemenid dynasty ruled 700 to 330 B.C, also known as the first Persian Empire.
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was called Persia by Western nations until 1935, 1s were produced primarily in Europe
and the United States and were based on archaeological data as well as material objects
popular in the art market of the time’ (p. 45). Consequently, Western historians and
archaeologists had a very significant role in introducing Iranian ancient (pre-Islamic)
heritage to Iranians. In other words, Iranians’ knowledge about their own past reached
them through the prism of the Western scholars’ perspective.

The tendency to adopt the perspective of Western scholars in researching Iran’s
ancient heritage was followed by the ‘nationalist and secularist views of Reza Shah’s state
and Iranian intellectuals alike, who were seeking their “authentic” identity with reference
to an “integral”, “monolithic,” and “glorious’ past”” (Moussavi-Aghdam 2014, p. 135).

The modernist and post-modernist perspectives can illustrate the integration of
the different social groups in Iran. Although Iran included different groups of people
with different languages and cultures, the Reza Shah’s modernisation policy (1925-1941)
could construct them as one modern nation. For example, all students with different
linguistic backgrounds had to learn Persian at school as the official language of the
country. In Pahlavi era, Persian was promoted as the ‘key linking instrument for creating
a national Iranian body and for instilling a cultural consciousness that Persian was the
medium that brought cultural splendour’ (Keshmirshekan 2013, p. 12). Modernisation
policy brought dramatic changes to all aspects of Iranian life and contributed to the
upheaval of the traditional pattern that had developed over many years, based on which
the society had formed its identity. Subsequently, Iranians had to create a new pattern
based on their new situation, specifically as occurring ‘when a rapid transformation of
society weakens or destroys the social patterns for which “old” traditions had been

designed, producing new ones to which they were not applicable’ (Hobsbawm 1983, p.

15 Buropeans known Iran as Persia until 1934 but people who lived in that geographical border known it as
Iran. In 1934 Reza Shah Pahlavi, prompted by his Berlin Legation, decreed that henceforth the name Iran’
would replace ‘Persia’ (Abrahamian 1982, p.143).
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4). Artists during the 1940s and 1950s attempted reconstruct their works as Iranian rather
than Western. These artists tended to embrace subjects and themes that would be
immediately recognised as Iranian (KKeshmirshekan 2009, p. 15). Thus, at the time when
artists wanted to be modern and make modern art as equals with their Western
compatriots, they returned to their traditions and heritage to recognise their identity and
distinguish their national identity from Westerners in international festivals.

In contrast to the Iranian state’s official ideology, which highlighted pre-Islamic
Iran’s heritage and ignored the Islamic tradition, most Iranians drew on the Islamic
heritage to construct their identity. It was a source of symbols that formed the Iranian
popular culture in the middle of the twentieth century. Analyses of the artworks exhibited
in Tehran Biennials show a significant influence of the religious narratives on artists. For
instance, the major Saqqa-kana art movement in the 1960s, which appeared in the works
exhibited in the third Tehran Biennial, was inspired by Shi‘ite religious elements
represented in abstract form. In these works, artists tried to make a balance between their
Islamic heritage and the modern styles of art.

In this respect, two significant positions existed in the Iranian society at that time.
The first was the official status of the state, which wanted revive the pre-Islamic heritage
and introduce it to modern values, and the second was the middle and working class
Iranians, who relied on their Islamic- Shi‘ite- heritage in constructing their identity. In
this socio-cultural and political struggle, Iranian modern artists, for example, the Sagga-
kana Movement, tried to combine both trends; they adhered to modernism as a new
frame of investigation and representation in their construction of Islamic symbols and
themes.

Investigating my identity in this practice-based research showed me that the role
of religious subjects, symbols, and elements in my works is slight, although I was born

and raised in an Islamic country. It contrasts significantly the works of modern Iranian
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artists who exhibited their works in the Tehran Biennials. Although they lived in a secular
state, those artists relied heavily on the depiction of religious symbols and subjects. This
understanding might indicate the ideological tension in the Iranian society between the
hegemonic ideology, which defined the macro structures of the society, such as laws and
the educational system, and the individuals’ different beliefs. Individuals are not merely
passive recipients of state’s ideology, and throughout the biennales we see subtle forms
of political and cultural resistance.

As discussed eatlier, the three perspectives that explain the Iranian identity are
not mutually exclusive. My conception of my identity as an Iranian woman is a blend of
all three perspectives. While I was learning about Iran’s history and its ancient
civilisations or classical Persian literature, for example, Shabnameb, 1 became familiar with
the romantic perspective that I belong to an old nation from which I inherit material
achievements, spiritual values, and, more importantly, ancient glories. I look back to my
heritage while living a modern life, which has its requirements and necessities that do not
associate me with the past. Finally, at some point, I became fully involved in current life;
having no chance to look back at my history or to contemplate the ancient glories of my
nation. At such a convergence, the three perspectives merge and give three different
points of departure for investigating various elements of the identity.

1.3.6. A Modern Iranian National Identity: Cultural Codes

Knowledge production is essential in people’s identification of their identity.
Since ‘collections and exhibitions are historical, social and political events’ (Lidchi 2013,
p. 157), states invest in them to construct their national identities in accordance with the
dominant ideology. By organising a cultural event, the state tries to create a new national
identity to represent its ideal Iran. ‘Members of the same culture must share sets of
concepts, images and ideas which enable them to think and feel about the world, and

thus to interpret the world, in roughly similar ways. They must share, broadly speaking,
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the same ‘cultural codes” (Hall 2013, p. xx). Therefore, the Tehran Biennials were a
social, cultural, and political event established by the Iranian state with the hope that such
an event would lead to the formulation of a modern Iranian national identity through art.
To these ends, the Tehran Biennials were subjected to the hegemonic ideology in Iran.
As Gramsci suggested, hegemonic ideologies seek social and cultural consent by
proliferating particular ideas while excluding others, and allowing specific cultural
practices while preventing others (as noted in Said 2003, p. 7). The Ministry of Culture
was the founder of these events and necessarily exercised great power within the
government. The Ministry appointed the Biennale’s organisers and jurors, indirectly
exercising influence over artists and artworks. The artist selected represented the broad
aims of the regime. The analysis of the works exhibited in the Tehran Biennials showed
that the Iranian artists were influenced by the need to create new self-images woven from
essential strands—Iranian pre-Islamic and Islamic heritages, national sentiment, and
Western influence.

Since Biennials are a historically Western art event, studying them can explain the
role of the West in Iranians’ understanding and representation of their identity. This
study, therefore, aims at examining how the different elements of the Iranian identity are
brought together by using Western concepts and styles and at providing a rigorous
investigation of how orientalism and modernism influenced Iranians’ perception of their
nation.

1.4. Historical Review

Artworks are reflections of the personal experiences of artists who are shaped by
their social and cultural environments. In this sense, must be cognizant of the influence
of the socio-political changes to which Iranian artists, as part of their society, have borne
witness throughout the twentieth century. Iranian modern and contemporary art

coincided with enormous transformations in Iran’s social, political and cultural systems.

32



Iranian society underwent a Constitutional Revolution (1905-1909) at the beginning of
the twentieth century and an Islamic Revolution (1977-1979). The country witnessed the
toppling of Reza khan in a coup d’état in February 1921, the occupation of the country
by the Soviet Union and Britain during the first WWI, and a further period of occupation
by the Soviet Union, Britain, and USA in WWII; Iran then observed the ascendance of
Mohammad Reza Shah to the throne in 1941, the August 1953 coup d’état against the
liberal Iranian Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddegh and the White Revolution in 1962.

In the intervening period between the Constitutional Revolution and the Islamic
Revolution Iran underwent a major socioeconomic transformation. The processes of
urbanization and industrialization, the expansion of the educational and communication
systems, and the creation of a centralized bureaucratic state all served to swell the ranks
of the modern classes, especially the intelligentsia and the industrial proletariat, and to
reduce the relative size of the traditional classes, notably the bazaar petit bourgeoisie and
its clerical allies. (Abrahamian 1982, p. 530)

Abrahamian’s narrative captured how different aspects of Iranian society
underwent a remarkably fast process of modernisation in the twentieth century, although
the beginning of the modernization started in the Safavid era (1501-17306), relatively late
by Western comparison. While modernisation in Iran was a late starter, it accelerated and
had a widespread effect due to Iran’s geosocial history as a continental crossing point for
ideas and practices. As a society, Iran has long been flexible and pragmatic in adapting
new ideas, yet it has maintained strong and distinctive traditions.

1.4.1. The West Influence on Iranian Artists and Art

The very first evidence of the Western influence on Iranian artists and art can be
seen in the late Safavid era (see table 1). Two main factors resulted in the East’s and
West’s respective influences on Iran’s arts in the late Safavid dynasty quite noticeable.

First, in the Shah Abbas I era (r. 1588-1629), diplomatic and economic relations with
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Europe and India were developed and foreign ambassadors and merchants were
welcomed in Iran (Canby 1999, p. 96). Second, in the Shah Abbas II era (r. 1642-16606),
artists were actually sent to Rome to learn about European painting (Falk 1972, p. 19).
Hence, the foundation of Iranian modern and contemporary arts was set down under the
influence of eighteenth and nineteenth century’s European schools. For example,
techniques such as oil painting on canvas, lacquerwares, glass and Europeanising style of
painting had all been introduced by the late Safavid period to Iranian artists (Canby 1999,
p. 176). Those influences not only affected the material aspects of the Iranians’ art, but
also inspired them in terms of the subjects and themes that they depicted. Illustrating the
Persian literature masterpieces, such as Shahnameh,is was the primary objective of
classical Persian painting.17 In the late Safavid era, in addition to the illustrations, it was
common to decorate palaces wallsis with fresco. Artist made ‘easel paintings’ and
drawings in the western tradition that were not intended for book production. The
subjects of these paintings were people’s daily lives: Darvish, pilgrims, shepherds,
landscapes, and the like. The influence of these type of themes and subjects on the
Iranian art continued till the middle of the twentieth century as evident in the artworks
exhibited in Tehran Biennials (discussed more fully later in Section 3.2). These subjects

recall the influence of orientalist painting.

16 The Book of Kings.

17 Sah-nama-ye Sahior Sah-nama-ye Sah Tahmasbi /s one of the most popular versions of this book
illustrated in the eatly Safavid period. The book was completed in the mid-1540s and commissioned by Shah
Esma‘l for his son Sah Tahmasb.

18 One of the good examples of this type of painting remains on the Ali Qapu’s walls. Ali Qapu is a grand
palace in Isfahan, Iran, located on the western side of the Maidan-e Nagsh-e Jahan, opposite to Masjed-e
Sheikh Lotf-ollah.
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Table 1

Historical Periods
Period Chronology Event

Safavied Dynasty 1502 - 1736

Qajar Dynasty 1794 - 1925
Resulted in the

o . . establishment of

Constitutional Revolution (enqelab-i 1905. 1909 Tran’s first

Mashroote) . .
parliament or Maylis
on 30 Dec 1906

World War I 1914- 1918

Pahlavi Dynasty 1925- 1979

Reza Shah Pahlavi r. 1925- 1941 Abdication

World War IT 1939- 1945

Allied occupation 1941-1945/6

Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi r. 1941- 1979

Coup d’état Aug 1953

White Revolution (enqelab-i Sipid) 1962

Islamic revolution 1977- 1979

Islamic Republic of Iran 1979 -Now

The first direct contact with modernity and Iranian society goes back to Qajar era
(1781-1925), specifically to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. During this
period, the influence of the West made itself felt in Iranian society in two ways. First,
there an economic penetration that led to the emergence of a cross-regional middle class.
Second, a political penetration familiarised this middle class with a new Western concept,
the melding of occupations and aspirations to form a distinctive intelligentsia
(Abrahamian 1982, p. 50). In addition, Iran’s relationship with Europe resulted in ‘the
revival of the translation of foreign texts and dispatch of talented young students to
mainly European countries to further their studies’ (Hosseini 2011, p. 21). During this

time, the first widespread adoption of Western artistic techniques and worldview became
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common among Iranian artists (Keshmirshekan 2009, p. 10). Also, in 1842, the first
photographic camera was imported into Iran, and photography became a political tool
for recording information from that era. These photographic images later became a very
rich visual resource for artists to investigate their Iranian heritage.

Regarding painting, realism in European art can be identified in the depiction of
objects. Oil painting had been one of the common materials used by artists. European
painting styles had some influence on Qajar painting, such as in the heavy application of
paint, and vibrant and saturated colours. In Qajar painting, still-lives were very realistic;
humans were portrayed idealistically; and women, whose appearance was unusual in
Qajar art, were depicted wearing very little despite the fact that Iran, at that time, had a
very conservative Islamic society and women had to wear chador in public. In the
twentieth century, chador had become an important pictorial object in artworks and we
can trace its depiction in many works exhibited in Tehran Biennials (see Section 3.1).
1.4.2. The Influences of Orientalism and Modernism

The modernisation of Iran was accelerated by the accession of Nassir al-Din

Shah in 1848 and under the premiership of Amir Kabir (Mirza Taqt Khan, Premier,
1848-1851). At this time. ‘a large number of students were sent abroad who, upon return,
were employed as administrators, specialists, managers, instructors, and artists’ (Hosseini
2011, p. 21). Establishing Dar al-Fonun (Tehran Polytechnic School), the first modern
institution in Iran, in 1851 by Amir Kabir was a remarkable moment in Iran’s educational
system. European instructors, mainly French, Austrian, and Italian, trained students from
the upper classes in the fields of medicine, engineering, military sciences, music, and
foreign languages. After their return, Iranian students who were sent abroad generally
became faculty members (Keddie 1991, p.182; Hosseini 2011, p. 21). According to

Hosseini (2011), ‘It was during this time that higher education became public and broke
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out of the closed circle of clerics and royal court’ (p. 21). Access to public education was
a key moment when ordinary Iranians were exposed to new aspects of modern society.
The first modern art school in Iran, Academy of Fine Artio (Madrasa-i Sanayi-i
Mustazrafa), was founded by Kamal al-Mulk (Mohammad Ghaffari, 1848-1940) in 1911.
Iranian art historian, Ruyin Pakbaz2o (1998, p. 889) suggested that this year was a starting
point for Iranian contemporary art (see Table 2). Kamal al-Mulk was a former student of
Dar al-Fonun and he promoted his art studies by a scholarly journey to Florence, Rome,
Paris, and Vienna for three years. During his trip, Kamal al-Mulk ignored European
contemporary art and spent all his time study European Renaissance and Baroque
masters to extend his technical knowledge. Accordingly, he preferred European official
art; the academic style favoured by the salon. On his return to Iran, ‘Kamal al-Mulk tried
to implement a Western artistic, educational system in his Madrasa, which ‘blended
traditional apprenticeship system with a European academy-style approach’
(Keshmirshekan 2009, p. 11). Kamal al-Mulk’s Madrasa ‘never developed into a fully-
fledged academy;” however, ‘it confirmed the supremacy of Western or European art in
Iran and also launched the careers of many great artists who continued to follow his
teachings’ (Keshmirshekan 2009, p. 12). The impact of Kamal al-Mulk’s madrasa was
fundamental to the early development of twentieth-century Iranian art. Many artists who
attended this madrasa continued Kamal al-Mulk’s art style. However, some of the young
artists, such as Hossein Taherzadeh Behzad (1887-1925) and Mirza Hadi-Khan Tajvidi
(1892-1940), tried to renew the Iranian classical miniature painting. Their endeavours can

be seen in some of the works exhibited in the Tehran Biennials (see Section 2.5.9).

19 Keshmirshekan (2009) noted, ‘Among the subjects thought were oil and watercolour paintings,
sculpture, carpet weaving, drawing and, later, lithography’ (p. 11).

20 Ruyin Pakbaz is an Iranian Art historian, author, critic, and contemporary Iranian painter.
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Table 2

Art Schools

School Year/Place Comment
Dar al-Funun (Tehran
Polytechnic School) 1851 Tehran

Madrasa-i Sanayi’-i
Mustazrafa (First
Academy of Fine Art)

1911 Tehran

Hunaristan-i Kamal al-

Founded by Ismail Ashtiani; after Kamal al-
Mulk resignation had been reorganised and

gﬂilk jiia?{?l EI_SM}? Ik D 1928 Tehran renamed School of Crafts and the Arts
© AT HIgh Sehoo (Madrasa-I Sanayi ‘va pisha va hunar)

Madrasa Sanayi—i

Qadima (School of 1929 Tehran

Traditional Arts)

Hioh School of The aim of this school was to fallow the

gh 9 1929 Isfahan development of the School of Traditional

Traditional Arts
Arts.

University of Tehran 1934 Tehran Demgne.d as a centre for scientific and cultural
modernism
Under the direction of André Godard,
French archaeologist and architect. In 1945
the classes were moved to their permanent

Faculty of Fine Art 1939 Tehran home, when the new building of the
Academy of Fine Arts was completed in the
southeaster corner of the Tehran University
campus.

Hunarkada-i Hunar-hay-i . .

7iba (College of Fine 1940 Tehran Merged the School of Architecture with the

Arts)

School of Crafts and the Arts.

Hunarkada-i Hunar-hay i

Taz’ini (Tehran Faculty
of Decorative Arts)

1961 Tehran

The purpose was training experts in the

applied arts.

Daneshgah-i Honar-i
Tehran (Tehran
University of Art)

1980 Tehran

Five different institutes of arts (Farabi
University, Tehran Faculty of Decorative
Arts, Tehran Faculty of Dramatic Arts,
Conservatory of Music and National Music
Studio) combined together and Tehran
University of Art was founded.

Opening art schools and offering national scholarships to Iranian students for

further study in Europe continued in Pahlavi era. Reza Shah Pahlavi (r. 1925-1941)

supported modern and traditional arts such as painting and calligraphy (Keshmirshekan
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2009, p. 12). After World War I, Iran suffered from the lack of a central power when
Reza khan came to power in a coup d’état in February 1921. A new era thus stated in
Iran’s history. His ‘achievements could be summed up under three headings: building up
the infrastructure of a modern state, asserting independence from foreign domination,
and launching sociocultural reforms’ (Lenczowski 1979, p. xvi). In the Reza Shah era, for
the first time since the Safavids, the regime could control society by legislative
instruments. It was possible to implement the social, cultural, and economic reforms
which reformers such as Prince Abbas Mirza, Amir Kabir, Sepahsalar, Malkum Khan,
and the Democrats of the Constitutional Revolution did not achieve during the previous
century (Abrahamian 1982, pp. 135-130).

Reza Shah’s modernization policy influenced a spectrum of Iranian social life.
The government policy in the Pahlavi era (1925-1979) was a decisive factor in the
creation of a unified nation. Iranians thus started to define themselves as one national
collective. Consequently, substantial changes were witnessed in different fields such as
the settlement and disarmament of the tribes, the building of modern armed forces and
the bureaucracy, the introduction of Western clothing, the unveiling of women, the
construction of roads, railway lines and port facilities, the beginnings of industrialization,
and the introduction of European-style legal and educational systems (Hambly 1991).
This policy encouraged Iranian society to Westernise itself. However, it was not easy to
convince people to change their ideology and lifestyle. In many cases, the government
had to use force to make people abide by the new rules.

No less significant, the state implicitly declared its secular character by projecting
typically Western material goals; by interference in the people’s daily lives with regard to
street attire, the unveiling of women and female education; by the introduction of such
innovations as European-style family names and a non-Islamic calendar; and by

pronouncements and legislation which made it clear that women and members of
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religious minorities were now to be regarded as full citizens of the state on an equal
footing with Muslim males. (Hambly 1991, p. 233)

This policy was controversial and was at the core of much discussion and
research. Ann K. S. Lambton, for instance, accused it of being ‘too quick’ because it
failed to synthesise accurately the (Western) new and (Fastern) old (Banani 1961, p. 151).
In contrast to some other Eastern leaders, such as Kemal Ataturk in Turkey, who
reformed their nations via modernisation policies (like Reza Shah in Iran) and tried to
‘burn the bridges with the past’, Reza Shah ‘not only maintained the institution of
monarchy but also promoted a revived consciousness of ancient Achaemenian2 glory,
particularly through architectural symbolism’ (Lenczowski 1979, p. xvi).22 Interestingly,
during this time, policy makers did not press Iranian artists to modernise. Nonetheless,
the changing social atmosphere led to substantial changes in Iranian art. Besides, the
Western academics who worked in Iran’s universities and the Iranian artists who returned
from the West exerted the most influence. Under the influence of modernisation, the art
landscape in Iran had taken a new direction.

New professional and cultural values including research methods thus started to
grow in the changing Iranian society. The School of Traditional Arts (Madrasa Sanayi-i
Qadima), University of Tehran, and the Faculty of Fine Art were founded in 1929, 1934,
and 1939 respectively. By establishing these universities and accepting the Western
models and methods in teaching and studying, the government familiarised the Iranian
society with the culture of the West. André Godard, the French archaeologist and

architect, and the first head of the Faculty of Fine Art in Tehran University ‘was

21 The Achaemenid Dynasty, also known as the first Persian Empire, ruled from 700 to 330 B.C.

22 Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi (r. 1941-1979) adopted the same policy. He ascended to the throne on
September 16, 1941.
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commissioned by Merats to structure the foundations of an art school modelled after the
Ecole des Beaux-Arts. The same method and curriculum were adopted, taking course
outlines and projects translated into Persian and used in teaching’ (Keshmirshekan 2013,
p. 52). The faculty were a mixture of Iranians and foreigners. The Western teachers
included ‘Frenchmen Maxim Siroux and Dubreuil, a Swiss named Mores, and an
American called Khachik Babluyan who were architects working for Sentab (an
architectural consultants company operating in Tehran)’ (Mujabi 1998, p. 7). Additionally,
Iranian artists and architects incorporated into the faculty Mohsen Forughi, Sadiqi,
Heidarian, Obadi, Mohsen Moqaddam, and Madame Ashub, the French wife of Dr
Amin Ashubfar (Mujabi 1998, p. 7). Under their supervision, Iranian young artists
became familiar with Western art techniques in both technical and subject aspects.
Cumulatively, these changes had a significant influence on Iranian art and artists and
helped them to adapt new visual languages appropriate to the changing context at the
end of the 1950s. The material provided by Western scholars helped the Iranian artists to
construct a new Iranian identity.

Between 1941 and 1953, Iran enjoyed an open political system in which the
intelligentsia—not the clergy—mobilised the common people against the established
structures of power. Socialism and secular nationalism inspired a discontented public
(Abrahamian 1982, p. 531). In an atmosphere of change, Iranian artists returned again to
Western approaches to art. This decade ended in the August 1953 coup d’état, known
in Iran as the 28 Mordad coup and it was directed ‘against the liberal Iranian Prime
Minister Mohammad Mosaddegh and head of the National Front movement. This coup,
allegedly carried out with the support of the CIA, resulted in overthrowing Mosaddegh’s
nationalist government and establishing an era now referred to as the second period of

the Pahlavi monarchy’ (Keshmirshekan 2013, p. 91).

23 Esmail Merat was the Minister of Education and the second dean of the Tehran University from 1938 to
1941.
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Teachers and students who graduated from the Faculty of Fine Art of Tehran
University participated as some of the organisers, jury members, and artists in the Tehran
Biennials. Iranian students who studied within Western-based educational systems
learned to see their society and culture the way their teachers did. In other words,
Iranians, during the last centuries had come to know themselves and understand their
past through Western eyes because Western archaeologists and historians wrote most of
the resources that gave them information about their heritage. For example, works
exhibited in Tehran Biennials combined western art style with Iranian elements and
symbols to represent Iranian nationality and identity. As such, one way of looking at
modernity in Iranian artworks is to track artists’ styles, techniques, and the materials they
used in creating their works.

This artistic endeavour in forging elements and symbols that represent the
Iranian identity while responding to Western forms mirrors to a great extent the political
elite’s systematic process of Westernisation of the Iranian society while simultaneously
reviving unique elements of the Iranian (historical) identity. This does not necessarily
mean that political systems always control artistic movements. On the contrary, the
creative movement offered the politicians a pattern that reconciles the Western influence
with Iranian identity, which shows the decisive role of this movement in the formulation
of the political tools that created the modern Iranian society.

By the late 1940s, contemporary artists such as Mahmud Javadipur, Ahmad
Esfandiari, and Jalil Ziapur, through their exhibitions, lectures, and articles, had exerted
considerable influence on modern art in Iranian society. At that time, the Iranian
government only accepted the traditional miniature painting and crafts. “‘Up to the early
1950’s [sic], the only artists that the government institutions recognised as such and
undertook to display their works in domestic and foreign exhibitions were miniature

paintings and master craftsmen’ (Mujabi 1998, p. 16). The first exhibitions of modern art
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were held in foreign cultural institutes, such as the Irano-Soviet Cultural Relations Society
(Voks) and the Franco-Iranian Cultural Institute. Later, leading Iranian artists, such as
Hossien Kazemi and Javad Hamidi, showed their works in private galleries, such as the
Apadanna Gallery2a and Saba Gallery. Meanwhile, Jalil Ziapur, Gholam-Hossien Gharib,
and other leaders in art, literature, theatre, and music published magazines such as Khorus
Jangi (Fighting Cook), the Kavir (Kevir), and the Panje-ye khorus (Claws of the Cock) to expose
Iranian society to modern art (Mujabi 1998, pp. 16-18). One can see these exhibitions
and publications as ‘manifesto events’ designed to proselytise new art and ideas and to
win over converts.

The artistic movement’s efforts to introduce the modern did not go
unchallenged. In its eatly stages, modern art received little attention and barely any
official support. On the contrary, ‘the government officials often regard the modernists
as some anarchists who are secretly plotting to destroy the country’s national and cultural
heritage, and this misconception becomes a chronic misunderstanding which refuses to
go away for many years’ (Mujabi 1998, p. 19). In 1953, the coup d’état against Mosaddegh
led to political changes that allowed modern art to obtain governmental support. Two
major exhibitions of the modern works were held in 1953, one in Mehragan Club and the
other in the palace of Prince Gholam-Reza Pahlavi. These exhibitions ‘placed modern art
under the spotlight and bring [sic] it out into the open from its confined life in avant-
garde circles’ (Mujabi 1998, p. 20).

The establishment of the Tehran Biennials in 1958 offered official support for
modern artists in Iran. This event ‘canonised the modernist trends in harmony with the
state’s ideology of progress, modernization and secularism’ (Moussavi-Aghdam 2014, p.
137). As Marco Grigorian (1958), Tehran Biennial founder, claimed, the administration

of Tehran Biennials would follow the intentions of the king to promote national arts

24 Apadanna Gallery, Home of the Fine Arts, is the first private gallery in Iran; it was founded by Javadipur,
Kazemi, and Ajudani in the spring of 1949.
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(Grigorian 1958, p. 4). After holding the first and second Tehran Biennials, the
government and specialists, such as organisers of Biennials, detected a gap in the
representational scope of art in the early 1960s. They observed that the objective of
Tehran Biennials in articulating a national art was not entirely achieved. It can be argued,
then, that the notion that art should represent Iranian identity was established as a
general aim but had not achieve fruition in actual artworks.

The educational system under which Iranian artists studied was in conflict with
the aim of Tehran Biennials, which was to ‘promote national arts’. In other words, when
the art education in art schools and universities was based on the Western art syllabus
and style, Iranian students in the academic education familiarised themselves with
Western ideals of modern art more than they did the Iranian traditional art and craft. To
be clear, the art educational system was not in alignment with the objectives of art
directors in the country. As a response, the Ministry of Culture and Art established
Tehran Faculty of Decorative Arts (Hunarkada-i Hunar-hay-i Taz’ini) in 1961 to train
experts in applied arts. As we discussed above, Iranian artists in the 1950s and 1960s
challenged the conflict between their old traditions and new art styles. They tried to
achieve a balance between their heritage and their national sentiment favouring the new
modern life. They strove to invent new traditions based on their old heritage. According
to Hobsbawm (1983), ““I'raditions” which appear or claim to be old are often quite recent
in origin and sometimes invented’ (p. 1).

One of the major socio-political events which affected the perception of society
was the White Revolution (enqgelab-i Sipid) in 1962, which happened during the reign of
Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi. According to Hambly (1991), ‘By the summer of 1962,
the Shah had reigned for twenty years [...]. His survival had been chiefly due to
American support. As an opportunist, he now proceeded with his plans for his so-called

“White Revolution”, a grand design intended to make him the ultimate beneficiary of
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both his people’s longing for material improvement and of the American conviction that
reforms were essential if further modernization was to be achieved’ (p. 279). The White
Revolution failed to deliver on its principal aims. It raised expectations but did not
succeed in providing the longed for consumer products, better housing, or the benefits
of modern urban life. As Ervand Abrahamian (2008) argued, the White Revolution led to
tensions in the society. First, different social groups and institutions, such as trade
unions, independent newspapers, and political parties, were systematically eliminated.
Second, the gaps between different social classes widened. Finally, the increase in oil
revenues proved to have little effect on people’s lives, basically because the lack of
accountability and transparency led to public dissatisfaction (p. 123-154).

The White Revolution in 1962 did not affect the Tehran Biennials directly, but its
socio-political impact left traces the works of the third and fourth Biennials. Works like
Revolt, the fall, and Protestation problematize political issues by the title that artists chose
and by the use of certain visual elements (discussed in Section 3.2.1and illuminated by
Images 6.3, 29.4, and 100.4). The fifth Biennial was converted to a Regional Biennial of
Tebran under the influence of a political agreement between Iran, Pakistan and Turkey.
Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) was a multi-governmental organisation
that was originally established on July 22, 1964 by Iran, Pakistan, and Turkey to allow
socio-economic development of the member states. The fifth Biennial also turned out to
be the last Biennial because of disagreement between the Farah’s office and the Ministry
of Culture, which had hosted all five Biennials. The RCD agreement and the
circumstances of the decision to cease the Biennials becomes a central theme of this
study (see Chapter 2).

Iranian society experienced different wars, coups and massive changes in the
twentieth century and the various kings who ruled during those years practiced different

readings of modernity in the society. By reforming traditional madrasa to Western-style
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schools, these schools benefitted from Western teachers and lesson syllabi. By sending
students to Europe on national scholarships, the state tried to transform the traditional
Iranian society into a modern society. Meanwhile, the Western scholars, by providing the
materials helped the state to construct a new Iranian identity. The creation, rise, and fall
of modern art in Iran was influenced by political decisions and social movements which
can be seen in the initiation and demise of the Tehran Biennials. The Tehran Biennials
exemplified the state of the arts in Iranian society in the middle of the twentieth century.
It can be argued that politicians and art organisers used their power and money to direct
the artists’ towards their aims. Iranian society at the time was not yet ready for modern
artists. As we can see in a letter from one Iranian modernist painters to another—
Bahman Mohasses to Sohrab Sepehri—Mohasses was so happy because Sepehri
managed to leave the country. After that, he mentioned ‘regulations’ which he received
about Tehran Biennials. In this letter, he mocked the holding of Tehran Biennials and
believed that the organisers not only did not understand what the “modern” was but also
had no idea about the tradition (Mohasses 1957). The purpose of this study, therefore, is
to offer a systematic analysis of these Tehran Biennials, from an artistic point of view, to

uncover the relation between art and its social context at that time.
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Chapter 2. A National Identity in Fine Art: The Tehran Biennials

This chapter investigates the Tehran Biennials to study how the expression of
Iranian identity evolved in the artworks presented in these Biennials. It also discusses the
challenges that modern artists of the era encountered in their attempts to define the
terms of a ‘national art’ and a ‘national school of art’ that would set out a national cultural
identity offsetting the Western influences. The Tehran Biennials were highly influential
on Iranian art despite their span of life. Running from 1958 to 1966, the Biennials
offered official support to modern artists both by presenting their artworks in Iran and
by representing Iran in international art festivals. They marked a turning point in Iranian
art, which developed its boundaries and changed the relationship between art, artists, and
society. The first Tehran Biennial in 1958 introduced Modernism, which became the
conventional manner of art in the country.

This chapter is divided into five parts. The first part presents the description of
data that is available from the Biennials, in particular from the Biennials’ catalogues. The
second part the studies the formation of the Tehran Biennials and their goals in the
context of Iran’s society and the government, and the generalized influence of the West.
The third part will investigate the jury, art specialists who evaluated artworks exhibited in
Tehran Biennials and distributed the award, as one of the main influential factors in this
event, looking at how the interests of jury members served in Tehran Biennials and
affected young artists. The fourth part traces the different awards which were given in
these Biennials. The fifth part provides a detailed analysis of the artworks exhibited in the
Tehran Biennials to explore the visual ways that artists practiced to represent their
national identity.

This discussion will be followed by tables which offer historical information
about the main social and international movements that influenced the Iranian culture

and society and its viewpoint on the world. Further tables hold statistical data about
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artists, artworks, organisers, and jury members in the Tehran Biennials. There are also
visual maps that aid in conceptualizing the artworks and themes present in the Biennales.
In addition, appendix A provides an in-depth analysis of artworks categorised based on
their themes and meanings.
2.1. Description of data

In viewing the Tehran Biennials as a socio-artistic event in Iran, we can see shifts
that occurred in the Iranian society regarding both artistic and social behaviours. The
impact of the West is highlighted in the techniques, styles, and the perspective that the
artists used to depict their subjects. As we will discuss in this chapter, the Biennials’
organisers refused to exhibit artworks that used the Iranian traditional artistic styles.
2.1.1. Biennial Catalogues

Catalogues were published for each of the five Biennials, all in black and white. In
comparison with the first Tehran Biennial’s catalogue, the subsequent four catalogues are
more organised. In the first catalogue only the artists’ name and the names of artworks or
techniques were mentioned, but from the second Biennial to the fifth, in addition to the
artists’ and artworks’ names, material and the size of the artworks were cited. From the
second Biennial onwards, the organisers added a list of the artists who participated in the
Biennial into the catalogues and the artworks were arranged in alphabetical order, based
on the artists’ surnames. Regarding the design and appearance of the Biennials’
catalogues, the first one was in a rectangular format, with two works printed alongside
each other on some pages, whereas the other four catalogues were presented in a square
format with only one work printed on each page. In the fifth Biennial’s catalogue, the
papers used were colour coded to represent the various countries: yellow for Iran, red for
Turkey and blue for Pakistan. Regarding languages, in the first four catalogues Persian

and French were used but in the fifth, French was replaced with English.

48



All of these changes in the catalogues show how the organisers tried to improve
the quality of Biennials in all aspects in order to step closer to the professional level of art
festivals in every respect. Additionally, the use of French and English in these catalogues
further shows the influence of the Western culture and standards.

Before the 1960s, France had the largest influence on the Iranian culture, as
exemplified by the fact that most Iranian students completed their studies in French
universities. This influence can also be seen in the Biennials. Despite the fact that the
three non-Iranian jury members in the first Tehran Biennial were from Italy, the
organisers preferred to use French as the second language of the catalogue. Using
English in the catalogue of the fifth Tehran Biennial shows the influence of the other
two countries who participated: Pakistan and Turkey. After this period, during the 1960s
and 1970s, the largest influence on the Iranian culture was from the United States.

2.1.2. Biennial Venues

In the 1950s and 1960s, the infrastructure of Iran was not prepared for holding a
modern art exhibition. Thus, the organisers of Tehran Biennials considered the lack of
suitable exhibition venues in Tehran as an obstacle to developing the Tehran Biennials
into an ‘Asian Biennial’ (Tajvidi 1960, p. 14; Tajvidi 1962, pp.14, 15). Later on, in the
1970s, there was an increase in the building of special spaces for arts such as the Museum
of Ancient Iran (Muze-ye Iran-e Bastan) in 1972, the Tehran Museum of Contemporary

Art, and the Niavaran Cultural Centre in 1977 (see Table 3).
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Table 3

Galleries and Museums

Gallery or Museum

Reference Date

Apadana Gallery

1949 Tehran, the first Tehran private gallery

Saba Gallery

1949 Tehran

Aftab
Mehrshad
Mes

Litu
Borghese

Zarvan

Zand

Saman
Seyhoun
Talar-i Qandriz

Art Galleries founded in Tehran and other cities in 1950s and
1960s

Sirous Gallery

An art gallery in Paris which exhibited modern Iranian art
and design

Modern Art Gallery
(Honar -i jaded)

1955 Tehran, one of the first private galleries established by
Jazeh Tabatabai

The Museum of Ancient
Iran (Muze-ye Iran-e
Bastan)

1972 Tehran

Tehran Museum of
Contemporary Art

Niavaran Cultural Centre

1977, established under the umbrella of the Farah Pahlavi
Foundation. It was planned by Kamran Diba.

The Glassware and
Ceramic Museum of Iran

1980 Tehran

The first four Biennials were held in the Abyaz Palace and the fifth was presented

at the Ethnography Museum. Abyaz Palace, part of the Golestan complex in southern

Tehran, was built in the Qajar era (1794 -1925). The architecture of Abyaz Palace (Figure

8) is a mixture of European eighteenth century and Qajar styles; the exterior of this

Palace, with white stucco carvings on the fagade was inspired by European eighteenth-

century style. Simple patterns and lines were used for the windows due to the influence

of European architecture, but the gate of the palace was built entirely of geometric

designs of Qajar architecture.
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Figure 8 Abyaz Palace in Golestan Complex. 2016, Tehran. © Narges Takht Keshian.

Abby Weed Grey, the American art collector, travelled to Iran in 1960. Her trip
coincided with the second Tehran Biennial. She described the Golestan Palace in her
autobiography; The Picture is the Window; the Window is the Picture (1983), as a place full of
‘olitter and more glitter... marble floors covered with Persian rugs, gardens of pansies,
fountains jetting rainbows in the setting sun, chandeliers, mirrors inside and out. Lots of
sparkle but no life’ (Gumpert 2002, p.18). This description applies to a large extent to the
typical Iranian Gardenss. Based on Grey’s (1983) description, the Biennial site was
surrounded by a typical Iranian Garden, showing images and reproductions of the
Iranian heritage and identity that formed it. The exhibition building itself was a depiction
in miniature of modernism in Iran: An old building with a mixture of Europe’s
eighteenth-century style and Iranian traditional style architecture presents the newly
formed Iranian modern art. This idea of using an old place for a new function brings the

theory of invented tradition by Hobsbawm to mind, positing, ‘{A]daptation took place for

25 Iranian Garden becomes an important theme for Iranian artists to focus on; and in 2004, Tehran
Contemporary Art Museum hosted an exhibition with the title ‘Iranian Garden’.
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old uses in new conditions and by using old models for new purposes. Old institutions
with established functions, references to the past and ritual idioms and practices might
need to adapt in this way [....]” (Hobsbawm 1983, p. 5).

Thus, while the focus of the Tehran Biennials was on emerging relations with
Western modernity and the creation of an Iranian Modernism, Abyaz Palace, used for
administrative affairs of prime ministers and Cabinet meetings, was adapted to a new
function to hold a contemporary art exhibition. This mixing of old and new neatly
illustrates Iran’s attempt to innovate at that time, with a new generation of young artists
trying to acknowledge a thousand-year-old heritage and, at the same time, maintaining

their modern identity.

2.1.3. Artists’ Participation

The numberzs of artists who participated in Tehran Biennials increased between
the first and fourth Biennials27 (see Table 4-8 in Appendix). This fact can be read as a
positive perception of the Iranian artists toward these Biennials. Even though, as we
discussed before, due to the sudden change in the government’s perspective toward the
modern art, some of the Iranian modern artists, such as Bahman Mohasses, had a
sarcastic reaction toward it. In a letter to Sohrab Sepehri, in response to the call for the
Biennial’s exhibition, he wrote that a country [Iran] which still does not have a bourgeois
intellectual class, cannot have an art Biennial. He added that those who talk about
modern art, have so far no understanding of neither modern nor tradition, and were not
expected to understand these in the future either (Mohassess 1957). Although the tension
between the Iranian modern artists and the government can be observed, we cannot see

any opposition movement against the Biennials. For example, even Bahman Mohassess,

26 These data, number of artists and artworks which applied in this research, collected from Tehran
Biennials’ catalogues (1958- 1966).

27 From 54 artists in the first Biennial to 68, 109 and 112 artists in the second, third and fourth Biennials.
In the fifth Biennial, only 37 artists invited to participate.
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despite his pessimism about these events, participated in the second and third Tehran
Biennials.

The transition of Iran from its characterization as a traditional society into a
modern one, of which the Tehran Biennials were an instance, presented a limited
opportunity for women to have their voices heard. The Biennials were an opportunity for
women, who up to this point were mostly represented through men in areas such as the
social, political, and the arts. Despite the rise of some female artists,2s most of the
participants were male, and in the fifth Biennial, only 10% of invited artists were women.
Furthermore, no woman represented the female artists’ society as an Iranian jury
member. These numbers suggest only the slightest shift concerning the role of women in
the Iranian society, including the arts. While minimal, their involvement suggests the
slight change of women’s roles in the Iranian society from traditional duties to more
active role in society. Tehran Biennials offered an official space for Iranian modern artists
to show their works and, as such, the Biennials were valuable for the opportunity they
provided for women to express themselves on a national scale as well as international art
festivals. Women also found the Biennials a stage to represent the Iranian female society

from its own perspective.

2.1.4. Gathering the artworks

For the first four Biennials, the organisers called for artworks about six months
before the start of the Biennials. This six-month gap gave time and opportunity to young
artists and those living outside of the country to make their artworks specifically for the
event and to send their works to the country. Moreover, this time enabled the organisers

to bring together artworks from all around Iran, not only from Tehran or the big cities.

28 In the first Biennial, 17% of artists wetre female. This number decreased to 16% in the second and third
Biennials, but increased to 22% in the fourth Biennial.
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The fifth Tehran Biennial was very different from the other Biennials. In addition
to Iran, Turkey and Pakistan were also represented. In previous Biennials, organisers
tried to gather the results of the artists’ last two years of works from inside and outside
Iran so that the best could be chosen to represent the country in international events. In
the fifth Biennial, the organisers invited only 37 well-known artists to participate. Akbar
Tajvidi, the third Tehran Biennial’s director, justified the change in choosing the artworks
as an attempt to respect the methods used by Pakistan and Turkey and also to
acknowledge the limited exhibition space, which would allow a smaller number of Iranian
works (Tajvidi 1966, p. 24). Although the Iranian artists were not satisfied with the new
selection process, this shift, from a professional point of view, aligned the selection
methods employed in Tehran Biennials with most of the international Biennials and art
festivals, which invite a country, gallery, or an artist to present their works in that event.

The other change was in the manner of choosing artworks for the Venice
Biennial—the selection by Iranians themselves of the works to send to the Venice
Biennale—suggesting a true boost in confidence among Iranians and the alignment of
their artistic knowledge with that of the Westerners. One of the main reasons for holding
the Tehran Biennials in April, was to identify the artists and artworks to be represented in
the Venice Biennial, following their showcasing in Tehran. However, the fifth Tehran
Biennial was launched on 21 June, about two months later than usual and after the
Venice Biennial. This change suggests substantial alterations of the Biennial goals. In
1966, the works of three Iranian artists—Parviz Tanavoli, Hossein Kazemi and Kamran
Katozian—were chosen by an Iranian board to represent Iran in Venice Biennial (Tajvidi
1966, p. 178). In other words, it was the first time during those years that Iran

represented itself in an international art fair without the direct supervision of Westerners.
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2.2. Formation and Discontinuation of Tehran Biennials

The formation and the discontinuation of Tehran Biennial were directly
influenced by the political intentions of the time. As I will argue, Tehran Biennials were
not only formed in accordance with certain political values and intentions, but also
continued, changed form, and were eventually discontinued as the political atmosphere
changed.

The Tehran Biennial began with the support of the General Administration of
Fine Art, founded in 1951 under the supervision of the Ministry of Culture. The
institution was to maintain Iranian traditional arts and encourage artists in restoring,
extending, and preserving national arts, developing culture, and preserving Iran’s ancient
civilisation and heritage. This department was transferred to the prime minister’s office in
1961 and was merged into the Ministry of Culture and Arts in 1964 (Anonymous 1970,
p.132).

Marcos Grigorian noted in the catalogue of the first Tehran Biennial, ‘We owe
the organising of the Tehran Biennial and effective participation in the Venice Biennale
to the General Administration of Fine Arts. This administration follows the intentions of
the King to promote national arts’ (Grigorian 1958, p. 4). This note shows that the
Tehran Biennials started when the Iranian government and parts of the artistic society
shared certain goals. Accordingly, it is not a surprise to see the Biennial organisers adapt
the exhibitions to the government objectives and interests. For example, in the fifth
Biennial, the organisers changed their approach because of the Regional Cooperation for
Development (RCD) political agreement to promote socio-economic development
between Iran, Pakistan and Turkey. This political agreement led to major shifts in the
fifth Biennial, as is reflected in the titles: whereas the titles of the first four Biennials were
simply Tebran Biennial, the fifth one became Regional Biennial of Tehran, emphasising the

role of the regional participants.
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The first Tehran Biennial took place on 14® April 1958. The fifth and final one was held
on 21" June 1966. Tehran Biennials discontinued because of disagreements between the
Ministry of Culture and Farah’s office (Afsarian 2009, p. 175). I would argue that these
disagreements arose due to the conflicting values held between the two. Whereas the
Ministry of Culture was more interested in events showcasing Iranian paintings and
sculptures, Farah’s office took more interest in events such as the Shiraz Festival of Art,»
held between 1967 and 1977, which did not include paintings and sculptures. Farah took
power as the Queen of Iran in 1959, a year after the first Tehran Biennial and the fact
that the Shiraz Festival of Art was launched only a year after the fifth Biennial, could be
further evidence of such conflicting values. There would not be another Biennial held for
twenty-five years after that. From 1966 to 1979 Iranian fine artists exhibited their
artworks in some national and international festivals run by private galleries and Western
countries’ cultural offices in Tehran and by Farah’s office. Meanwhile, the central
government and artists sought to expand the impact of art and visual culture in Iranian
society. From 1960, there was a concerted effort to broadcast programmes about Iranian
artists and their activities. This was done through the broadcast of art news and cultural
events in Iran and other countries on radio and television, an increase in the number
artistic columns in newspapers and magazines, and new art topics in school curricula.

(Mohajer 1998, pp. 72, 73).

In 1979, the Islamic revolution reshaped social and political life in Iranian society.
Art movements changed abruptly from contemporary modes to ones based on
revolutionary aspirations and Islamic ideological traditions (Keshmirshekan 2009, p. 26).
The first Biennial after the 1979 revolution was held in 1991. The content of these later

Biennials was radically different from those held before the revolution. However, there

29 This was an international art festival held annually from 1967 to 1977. The festival programme included
music, dance, drama, poetry, and film.
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remained certain similarities between the way these events were approached in the
Pahlavi era and the Islamic government. For instance, Iranian artists continued to
participate in the Venice Biennials after the revolution, under the supervision of the
Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art, which is itself was under the supervision of
Iranian government. As such, the artworks presented in such international art festivals
would reflect and be constrained by the new government’s ideology, one that would have
the Islamic values at its core. This is comparable to the participation of artists in the
international scene during the Pahlavi era, which sought to showcase the modernisation
of Iran. In both cases the aim of participation in arts fairs was to promote the
government’s values and intentions.

The Tehran Biennials were created to achieve three main goals: (a) to help Iran’s
art directors and artists participate successfully in international art fairs, (b) to introduce
modern art to the Iranian public, and (c) to create a unique ‘national school of art’. Close
relationships with the West influenced policy makers and the governments’ attempts to
highlight its relations with the regional cultures. An example of this was seen in the
promotion of Iranian artistic and intellectual ideas in the Biennials and in the presence of
other countries in the region.

Biennial, originally a Western invention, is an event in which artworks from
different countries are brought together for exhibition. In international biennials, such as
the Venice Biennial, each artist is representative of the art of his or her own country. This
means that artworks become ideological tools for displaying various cultures and
societies. Choosing a biennial as a form for representing artworks in Iran shows the
impact of the Western conception on the exhibiting artworks inside and outside of the
country. It is worth noting that more than half of Grigorian’s introduction in the first
Biennial catalogue was devoted to explaining the literal meaning of the term biennial for

his readers. He introduced the Venice Biennial by a short historical survey, explaining
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how the Venice Biennial was formed, what the prizes were, and how other countries
participated in it. Thus, this suggests that the Iranian audience at the time had no
knowledge concerning this Western form of art exhibition
The influence of the West was not limited to organisational matters, but can also
be seen in the artworks themselves, in the use of techniques, and in the choice of subject
matters. However, that the West had znfluence on Iranian art should not be regarded as an
attempt to mimic the Western art. As Tajvidi claimed regarding the artworks exhibited in
the third Biennial,
If some of the works show an inclination towards ‘informal’ or ‘abstract’ style,
they should not be considered as an imitation of Western art, but rather, it should
be borne in mind that we, too, are living in the twentieth century. Though we
may in some ways differ from the citizens of the Western world so far as our
material life is concerned, we are confronted with the same problems as they.
(Balaghi 2002, p. 22)
In the twentieth century, the social life in Iran was dominated by both tradition and
modernity. The traditional education model was replaced by a Western educational
system. Schools and universities were founded on the model of Western schools, styled
with the same courses, differing only in the language in which they were presented. The
teachers were either foreigners or Iranians who were educated in the West.
Governmental scholarships were given to the top Iranian students to pursue their studies

in European universities.

All of these changes show the Western impact on life and manners of thinking
for Iranians, which includes artists and intellectuals. The significant shift in Iranian
lifestyles and viewpoints reinforces Tajvidi’s arguments that Iranians did not distinguish
themselves from the rest of the world. As Tehran Biennials’ goals show, Iranian artists at

that time sought to have an influential role in the art world (Grigorian 1958, p. 4). The
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value of being successful in the international art festivals such as Venice Biennial and
Western art markets was vital for the Tehran Biennials’ organisers. They also looked for
an art style which was modern and traditional simultaneously.

It was in order to reach these goals that Iranian artists in the 1950s and 1960s
used Western techniques and materials while trying, at the same time, to bring their
Iranian identity into their artworks. Nancy Jachec,’ who did research on the Venice
Biennial, showed that this goal was achieved. She argued that the Iranian artworks
exhibited in the late 1950s and early 1960s in Venice Biennial,

were presented as having used abstract tendencies in their own traditional

painting as a point of entry into Informalism. Although the legibility of a national

style remained important to their commissioners, that their art was a synthesis
between eastern and western sensibility was a persistent theme, highlighted the

value that these states placed on strong relations with the West. (Jachec 2007, p.

163)

However, these artworks that were successful in the international fairs could not achieve
the same level of success in Iran. The reasons for this have two interpretations. In the
first instance, such artworks were seen as complex and ambiguous for their audience. For
example, Pakbaz believes that Iranian intellectuals in Iran found abstract painting
meaningless. Since, on his account, modern artists ignored the historical links between art
and literature in Iran, and focused instead on visual qualities and sought a formal solution
to adhere to the modernist aesthetic (Pakbaz 2007, p. 129). The second reason appeals to
the process of modernism in Iran. For instance, Grigorian, the founder of Tehran
Biennial, believed that modern art did not satisty the public taste because modernism did
not develop propetly in Iran (Grigorian 1958, p. 5). He hoped that the Tehran Biennial

might bring modern art and artists into the public eye and reconcile the public with

30 Dr Nancy Jachec is currently Principal Lecturer and Head of the History of Art Department at Oxford
Brookes University.
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modern art. However, the majority of Iranians in the late 1950s were not interested in
modern art.

This lack of interest was reflected in an article published in an Iranian magazine a
month after the first Tehran Biennial. The article, highly critical of modern artworks,
argued for the incompetency of the artists producing these works, arguing that these
were few in number, were unimaginative, and had poor artistic taste. These people then,
‘create meaningless forms by drawing a few lines and using various revolting colours, and
then not only call them a painting but also seek to receive glory and praise for them’
(Anonymous author, cited in Mohajer 1998, p. 47). It is therefore apparent that Iranians
preferred realistic and classical Iranian art, which had no place in Tehran Biennials.
However, at that time some artists, especially Kamal-al Mulk’s pupils and Miniaturists,
worked in those traditional themes.

The organisers of Tehran Biennial did not achieve their last goal, which was to
make a ‘national school of art’. Since the artists’ achievements in the Tehran Biennials did
not contribute significantly to a national school of art. As Pakbaz argued, Iranian artists
in the best conditions have been able to achieve a personal synthesis but never
established a mutual dialogue or conducted experiments among themselves. An example
of this disunity is the observation that if one artist got an achievement in their works,
others either cannot, or do not want to, expand on those achievements. This is why there
is not even a single school of art, in the western sense of the word, in the 60 years of the
modern art history in Iran (Pakbaz 2007, p. 129). The failure in the formation of a school
of art is despite the existence of various artistic movements, such as Sagqga-ana

movement (see Table 9).
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Table 9

Art Groups and Movements

Group Period and Focus

Khorus Jangi association (Fighting Cock)  Founded by Jalil Ziapour in 1949

Saqqa-kana movement 1960s

The focus was on calligraphy and the
artists’ emphasis on tradition.
1960s

Naqqashi-khat movement (calligraphic
painting)

As Yarshater noted about 60 years after the Tehran Biennial:
To a certain extent, the Biennials helped to create a movement towards a national
style of painting. The Sagqa-kdna School, which attracted many artists, wholly or
partially, was greatly helped by the Biennials. However, as Iran like some other
countries in the Near and the Middle East remained subject to influence from the
West and continued to be so in Pahlavi era and after the Islamic Revolution, it is
hard to speak of a national school of painting (Yarshater, 2015, interview).
It is worth noting, however, the formation of a personal voice in the works of Iranian
artists in this period of time, which will be looked at in more detail in the following
chapters.
2.3. The Jury
The selection of jury members for Tehran Biennials was, as I will argue in this
section, in line with the anticipated need of receiving approval from the West, which
were seen as more complete and progressive. As such, thriving to be ‘more like’ these
Western pieces, was part of the rationale behind the employment of western jury

members (see Table 10).
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Table 10

Tebran Biennial (1958-1966) Directors and Jury

1st Biennial 2nd Biennial 3rd Biennial 4th Biennial 5th Biennial
Year 1958 (1337S) 1960 (1339S) 1962 (1341S) (11394634;) 1966 (13458)
Ethnography
Location Abiaz Palace  Abiaz Palace  Abiaz Palace ~ Abiaz Palace Museum
Festival Marco o Akbar Parviz s
Director Grigorian Albar Tajvidi Tajvidi Moayed Ahd Alsbar Tajvidi
Chatles
Estienne (Fr)
Gino Adrian Heath
Bachetti (It) (UK)
Giulio Catlo Giulio Catlo Palma Giorgio de
don o iy Y0
Irene Brion 2 & 2 & Kurt Martin ] acque
(19 (Fr) (Fr) (Ger) Lassaigne (Fr)
Giovanni Kurt Martin Palma Giulio Carlo Zainul Abedin
Carandente (Ger) Bucarelli (It) Argan (19 (Pak)
(It Georges Jacques 5 Sabri Berkel
Jury Ga)spar del Pillement Lassaigne %:scilzfsne (Tur)
) Corto (19 (Fr) (Fr) D & Mohsen
Mohsen Mohsen Kurt Martin Mohsen Faroughi (Ir)
Foroughi (Ir) Foroughi (Ir)  (Ger) Forouchi Parvis Moayed
Ehsang Parvis Mohsen (1) s Ahd (Ir)
Yarshater (Ir) Moayed Ahd  Foroughi (Ir) Parvis Houshang
(Ir) Parviz Moaved Ahd Seyhoun (Ir)
Mohsen Moayed Ahd (I ’ Mohammad
Vaziri- (Ir) Amin
Moghadan Mirfendereski
(19 (19
Akbar Tajvidi
(1

Although there were some Iranian members of Jury, the main part of the board was
constituted by foreign, mainly European jurists. Most notably, among the Iranian jurists
were Mohsen Forugi and Parviz Moayed-Ahd. Forugi (1907-1983) was the second head
of the Faculty of Fine Art in Tehran University and the first Iranian in this role (André
Godard was the first head of the Faculty of Fine Art). He was a pioneer of modern
architecture in Iran and graduated from Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris. He “was well
acquainted with Western art and possessed some samples of it’ (Yarshater, 2015,
interview). Forugi’s approach to building design was fundamentally modern although he
had an extensive knowledge of traditional architectural principles (Frye, 2012). Moayed-

Ahd (1930- 2016) who also studied in Paris, was an associate professor of architecture at
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the Faculty of Fine Arts in Tehran University. European jurists included Kurt Martin and
Jacques Lassaigne. Martin was born in Zurich, Switzerland but his home country was
Germany. He was the director of the Munich Gemildesammlungen from 1957 to1964.
Lassaigne was the head of the French Union of Professional Art Critic and France
Commissioner for the VVenice Biennial.

In the fifth Biennial, in addition to the European juries, two members were from
Asia, Zainul Abedin from Pakistan and Sabri Berkel from Turkey.s1 Abedin, originally
from Bangladesh, was the head of an Art College in Dhaka. Berkel was the head of the
State Academy of Fine Arts in Painting in Istanbul. The four Western members included
Charles Estienne who was an art critic and member of the French Association of Art
Critics, Adrian Heath who was an art critic and artist from the United Kingdom, Giorgio
de Marchis who was the superintendent of the National Gallery of Modern Art in Rome
and Tony Spiters, the General Secretary of the International Association of Art Critics
(AICA).

Jury members were all selected based on their experience (Yarshater, 2015,
interview). Choosing the international jury members was in line with the objective
concerning the influence of jury members on selecting artworks to show in international
exhibitions. The number of jury members was different in each of the five Biennials of
Tehran.

The international jury members, involved in the Tehran Biennials, had various
responsibilities in their countries at the time; from working in the fields of journalism and
art criticism, to being experts in art history and taking roles such as directing different art
exhibitions. Moreover, the backgrounds of the Iranian jury members show that not only
did they have knowledge about Iran’s heritage, but also by studying in Europe, such as

France and England, they were familiar with the art and culture of the West. The

31 During all five Tehran Biennials out of 35 jury members, 21 were foreigners (19 European, one from
Pakistan and one from Turkey) and 14 members were Iranian.
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employment of international jurists, as well as Iranian ones, was done ‘in order to avoid
the accusation of being biased’ (Tajvidi 1962, p. 16). It was further argued that
‘information from external referee’s views who are aware of current trends in
contemporary art raises the possibility of success in international art exhibitions’ (Tajvidi
1962, p. 10).

In the first and second Biennials, international jury members had the largest
influence on the selection of the works, both for exhibition in Tehran, and to be sent to
international art fairs. In contrast, in the third Biennial, a boards2 was assigned by the
organisers to select artworks that complied with the standards of the Biennial and thus
could be exhibited. The criteria for selection of artworks had two main points of
concern. First regarding the ‘artistic originality’ of the piece of work. This was aimed at
eliminating works that were a direct copy of a Western piece, as well as those mimicking
such works. The second point was aimed at acknowledging the personal voice in the
works of various artists. The selected works were to reflect the best in each artist,
representing their art as a whole in one piece (Tajvidi 1962, p. 17, 18). The second point
was of especial interest, since it would determine the best works that would be sent to
Venice Biennial.

Some artists were against the participation of non-Iranian members in the
Biennials’ jury. They believed that the international judges were not able to distinguish
between good and bad Iranian art. However, the fourth Tehran Biennial organisers,
again, claimed that ‘Iranians were not aware of trends in international art and markets
and without external judges’ help would not know which artworks would be successful in
international festivals’ (Moayed-Ahd 1964, p. 19). This debate would later be articulated

in a more sophisticated way by Jalal Al-Ahmad. He attributed the insistence of some

32 Members of the board of international office of public relations and publications (shora-i omur-i namayeshgah-ha-i
edare-i ravabet beinalmelali va entesharat) were Hayede Gharegozlou, Akbar Tajvidi, Javad Hamidi, Bejan
Safari, Jalil Ziapour, Houshang Kazemi, Parviz Moayed Ahd and Nader Naderpour.
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organisers to have Western jury by the deep influence of the West over the Fast. He
believes that the occidentotic nations seek to learn about themselves from the western
point of view based on the assumption that Western writings are scientific and proper
sources of knowledge (Al-Ahmad 1984, p. 98).

Tehran Biennial organisers, as mentioned in the introduction of the third
Biennial’s catalogue, believed that the secret of success in international events laid in
presenting artworks in line with the Westerners’ taste (Tajvidi 1962, p. 16). In Iran
following a Western style of art was not a new occurrence - not only in art but also in
society and lifestyles. Arguably the Tehran Biennial organisers, by choosing Western
judges, started to think like Westerners about Easterners. This confirmed the idea that ‘if
the Orient could represent itself, it would; since it cannot, the representation does the
job, for the West, and faute de mienx, for the poor Orient’ (Said, 2003, p. 22); on the other
hand, by accepting only modern artworks which are ‘in the theme of overall view of
exhibition” and rejecting works ‘even if a great piece of Miniature’ they also rejected the
traditional manner of art (Moayed-Ahd 1964, p. 19). As Akbar Tajvidi, commissioner of
Iran at the 1960 Venice Biennial explained ‘in spite of its rich cultural and artistic
tradition, Iran could not remain indifferent to those universal problems of art that at this
moment preoccupy artists of all countries’ (Jachec, 2007, p. 161). He credited the cultural
exchanges between Iran and the West as having given Iranian artists the insight necessary
to ‘reconnect [them] to international artistic tendencies’ in form and in content’. This is
an instance of what Al-Ahmad terms an Occidentotic action: ‘We remain altogether
ignorant of Iranian painting -representational and miniature painting- but, in imitation of
the Biennial exhibitions, we regard even fauvism and cubism as dated” (Al-Ahmad 1984,

p. 128).
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2.4. Awards and Winners

The data regarding the winners of the Biennials, include only the artists awarded,
and not the artwork for which they were granted the prize. Thus for those artists who
exhibited multiple works, it remains unknown which piece in particular was praised with
the awards. Furthermore, the information regarding the awards, shows a significant
success for the female artists who participated in Tehran Biennials.ss Nine different prizes
were awarded to the artists during the five Biennials (see Table 11). Moreover, the
number of awarded artists and the style of artworks varied in each Biennial. Awards were
distributed based on the techniques used in the artworks. The majority of the awarded
pieces were those of paintings and sculptures. The only exception was in the fourth

Biennial, where two works of collage and mosaic are among the winners (see Table 12).

Table 11

Types of Awards in Each Tehran Biennial

1 st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th
Tehran Tehran Tehran Tehran Tehran
Biennial Biennial Biennial Biennial Biennial

Royal Court Prize v v v v v
Grand Prize of the Ministry of Art v v v v v
and culture

Second Prize of the Ministry of Art v v v v
and culture

Gold Medal v v v v

Silver Medal v

Winning Point v v v
Exchange three-month study in v

Shiraz and Esfahan

Exchange three-month study in Italy 4 v
Golden Officer’ Point v

33 Overall, the 22% of awarded artists are female artists, it is 4% more than the average of them who
participated in the all five Biennials.
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Table 12

Statistic Information Based on the Art Techniques in Tehran Biennials

1st Tehran  20dTehran 3 Tehran 4t Tehran 5% Tehran

Biennial Biennial Biennial Biennial Biennial
Number of winners 9 17% 18 26% 16 14% 10 9% 8 22%
Number of artworks 14 23% 23 31% 21 16% 18 14% 9 15%

Painting 6 10% 17  23% 16 12% 10 &% 8 13%

Drawing 3 5% 2 3% 1 1% 2 2% - -

Technique Sculpture 4 7% 2 3% 2 2% 2 2% 1 2%
Print 1 1% 2 3% 2 2% 2 2% - -
Collage - - - - - - 1 1% - -
Mosaic - - - - - - 1 1% - -

The distribution of the awards in the Tehran Biennials was one of the most
influential aspects of the Biennials for the young Iranian artists. They found inspiration in
the awarded artworks, since these were seen as the accepted model of the art-styles
approved by the jury members. This influence forced the organisers to emphasise that
the aim of this exhibition was not to promote competition among artists. ‘We do not
want to choose one special style in art as preferable to others. In this exhibition, we want
to collect the artworks of all true ‘artists’ to illustrate a detailed diagram of the quantity
and quality of today’s Iranian visual art’ (Tajvidi 1960, p.13). However, as we can see in
the awards’ distribution pattern, it can be argued that the organisers expressed their
preferences indirectly, determining the kinds of artworks which they sought to be
presented in the exhibition. (see Visual Maps 90-94)

The pattern of distributing awards in Tehran Biennials suggests a shift in the
official conception towards the modern art style—from a conservative point of view to a
more open and liberal perspective. For example, the Royal Court Prize was awarded for
figurative works which were influenced by Western art styles in the first and second

Biennials. Therefore, they partly accepted modern art as the official language of art. For
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example, the influence of Expressionism can be detected in the ezled women by Sirak
Melkonian and Pigeon blue by Parviz Tanavoli (image 21.1, 14.2). Both of these artists, in
addition to the influence of the western art styles, depicted elements and subjects which

represented Iranian culture.

Image 21.1. Sirak Melkonian, 1eiled women, no material, no size, from First Tehran Biennial’s
Catalogue, no author 1958, Tehran Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and
Relations Dept.

-y

g -y R : A |
Image 14.2. Parviz Tanavoli, Pigeon blue, Gouache, 29 x 30, from Second Tehran Biennial’s

Catalogue, no author 1960, Tehran Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and
Relations Dept.

In contrast, the official changes in perspective can be seen in the praise given to Rhythmzic
movement by Mohsen Vaziri-Moghaddam (image 56.2), which was awarded with the Royal

Court Prize.
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Image 56.2, Mohsen Vaziri-Moghaddam, Rhythmic movement, Oil on canvas, 105 x 151, from
Second Tehran Biennial’s Catalogue, no author 1960, Tehran Iran: Central Administration of
Fine Arts—Publications and Relations Dept.

This work is a piece of abstract art, without any influence from the Iranian
heritage, neither in the art style nor in the choice of the subject. From the third Biennial,
the Royal Court Prize was only given to the artists who used abstract style; some of these

works use the style without depicting Iranian symbols such as .Abstract by Behjat Sadr

(image 54.3).

Image 54.3. Behjat Sadr, Abstract, Oil on canvas, 148 x 100, from Third Tehran Biennial’s
Catalogue, no author 1962, Tehran Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and
Relations Dept.

On the contrary, some artists represented motifs and symbols from Iranian tradition via

abstract art style, for instance, K+L+32+H4+ by Hossien Zenderoudi (image 112.3).

Image 112.3. Hossien Zenderoudi, K+L+32+H4+, Essence, 150 x 225, from Third Tehran
Biennial’s Catalogue, no author 1962, Tehran Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—
Publications and Relations Dept.
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The influence of the awards is noteworthy, both on the submission of artworks
for the following years and for the process of selecting the winning pieces. Throughout
the years, we see a decrease in the number of figurative artworks, which comprised the
most awarded works at the first Biennial. This comes in contrast to the increase in the
number of abstract works of art. On the other hand, while in the first Biennial. the
influence of the traditional Iranian style of painting is more readily observable, these
influences seem to become less apparent in the following exhibitions. For example, while
in Lovers by Manoutchehr Sheybani (image 35.1) one sees the strong influence of Qajar
paintings, both in content and style, the later works, such as Union by Zhazeh Tabatabai

(image 27.5), represent these influences more subtly.

Image 35.1. Manoutchehr Sheybani, Lovers, no material, no size, from First Tehran Biennial’s
Catalogue, no author 1958, Tehran Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and
Relations Dept.

Iage 27.5. Zhazeh Tabatabai, Union, Ink on canvas, 85 x 183, from Fifth Tehran Biennial’s
Catalogue, no author 1966, Tehran, Iran: Ministry of Culture and Arts.

In the latter, the personal voice and style of the artist is more apparent, through

the composition and the use of symbolism. That these works were winners of the same
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prize in the first and the fifth Biennials respectively further indicates the evolution to
which the process itself for identifying the best works was subject. In this sense, then, we
see a development not only in the artworks presented, but also in the jury members’
rationale for choosing the winners.

Over the course of the five Tehran Biennials, an increasing number of artists
represented elements, symbols, and objects from their Iranian heritage in their works and
combined them with the Western art styles, in particular with abstract representation.
They started to internalise and combine the modern art styles with their individual
knowledge and experiences to represent their artistic voices. When the awards tended to
be granted to the abstract artworks and to those that represented symbols and elements
from Iranian heritage, this tendency affected the artists who wanted to exhibit their
works in the next Biennials. Increasing the number of abstract works exhibited in the
Biennials shows the influence of the jury's perspective on the Iranian artists in creating
abstract works and the state’s points of view in terms of accepting the jury’s artistic point

of view. I examine such influences in the next section.

2.5. Visualising Identity: Tracing Subjects and Themes in the Artworks in Tehran
Biennials

This section offers a detailed analysis of the artworks exhibited in the Tehran
Biennials based on the main subjects and the themes. Analysis is not restricted to
iconography or formal concerns of composition, coloration or attribution, for example,
but also considers the wider context of social, political, and cultural influence. The
analysis takes account of the fact that images were created under the conditions of social
power and ideology (Sturken & Cartwright 2009, p. 22).

I have found visual maps to be a practical way to investigate three areas (see
visual maps 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5). First, these visual maps bring artworks next to each other

without highlighting the names of the artists; the artists’ names might contribute to a pre-
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judgement on the part of the viewer. Second, they offer a visual summary of the five
Biennials, helping us to recognise the topics and areas with which artists, the Biennials’
organisers, and the jury members were concerned. Third, images can be more eloquent
than words in expressing artists’ ideas. When artworks stand side by side, they make it
possible to compare artworks and identify ways in which they express their ideas.
In forming these visual maps, I categorized the artworks into two broad groups. The first
group is based on the principal subject of the artworks including gender and groupings of
men and women, the role of animals, appearance of location and landscape, and works of
the imagination, including abstraction (see Visual Maps 6-50 in Appendix C). The second
group is based on the theme and the meaning of the artwork’s title or visual elements.
The subgroups here include reference to Persian literature and myths, historical subjects,
social subjects, and daily life, religious subjects, Iranian popular objects, specific regions
in Iran, elements of Iranian classical painting, art and craft, use of calligraphy, and
reference to West/East (see Visual Maps 51-89 in Appendix C). To classify the works in
the above subgroups, I have considered the dominant elements and subjects in each
work. Each image can also be interpreted within several of the areas.
2.5.1. Main subjects

The first Tehran Biennial had a large number of figurative artworks. This number

gradually decreased the five Biennials (see Table 13).34

34 The number of figurative artworks (depicting men, women, men and women, and humans and animals)
exhibited in Tehran Biennials declined from 63% in the first Biennial to 42%, 37%, 26% and 19% in the
second, third, fourth, and the fifth Biennials, respectively.
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Table 13

Tebhran Biennials in Statistics

15t TB 2nd TB 3dTB 4t TH 5t TH
(1958) (1960) (1962) (1964) (1966)
CN;;EZZI; of artists based on biennials 54 68 109 12 37
Numk')erf of artworks published in 61 74 129 131 6141y
biennials’ catalogue
Number of female artists 9 7% 11 16% 17 16% 25 2% 6 10%
. Painting and Drawin 54 88% 67 90% 112 87% 109 83% 46 75%
Techniques 2 J
C U
o fartwc(lJrks Printing 1 2% 2 3% 9 7% 7 5% 7 12 %
Sculpture & Relief 6 10 % 5 7% 8 6 % 15 12 % 8 13%
Man 7 12 % 4 5% 14 11 % 7 5% 2 5%
Woman 23 38 % 22 30 % 21 16 % 15 1% 2 5%
Woman with Chador 10 16 % 4 5% 4 3% 9 7% - -
Naked woman 2 3% 5 7% 9 7% 2 2% - -
Mai Man and Woman 5 8% 3 4% 12 9% 10 8% 3 7%
boers  Humanand Animal 3 5% 2 3% 2 1% 3 2% 1 2%
SR Animals 5 8% 6 8% 10 8% 2 2% 1 2%
Still life 10 16 % 7 9% 9 7% 9 7% 1 2%
Landscape 5 8% 14 19 % 28 22 % 33 25 % 4 10%
Abstract paintings 4 7% 13 18 % 30 23 % 47 36 % 23 56%
Imagination 1 1% 3 4% 3 2% 5 4% 4 10%
peference to 1;‘:3?: 2 3% 2 3% 8 6% 2 2% 1 2%
Reference to historical 5 3% 1 1% ) ) ) ) ) )
subjects
i‘:’;ff;caenf ;:1‘1:;3111 e 7 1% 4 5% 4 3% 6 5% 3 T
flfjeer:;“ to religious 7 2% 4 5% 7 5% 12 9% 2 5%
Them'e & Reference to Iranian 3 59 1 1% 4 3% 5 2% i )
Meanings popular objects
iegfizrj?:}:;’nwe“ﬁc 3 5% 6 8% 2 1% 9 7% 2 5%
Reference to elements of
Iranian classical painting, 7 12 % 5 7% 9 7% 7 5% 5 12%
art and craft
Use of Calligraphy - - 1 1% 4 3% 6 5% 4 10%
[aencetoWestor ) 4w 34 4% 2/ 1% U1 1% - -

*The list of exhibited works in the fifth Tehran Biennial published in the catalogue which is 61artworks, but Only 41 image of the
artworks printed in the catalogue. The statistic numbers of this Biennial are based on the artworks printed in the catalogue

As the biennales progressed, abstract works became more popular, ranking as the most

prevalent kinds of work from the third Biennial.ss Iranian artists’ approach to abstract art
suggests that they found Western modernist modes of representation as a suitable means
for representing their culture. The artworks exhibited in the first Tehran Biennial show a

transition in the Iranian artists’ practices from the Iranian painting tradition and the

35 The number of abstract paintings steadily increased during the five Tehran Biennials from 7% in the first
Biennial to 18%, 23%, 36% and 56 in the second, third, fourth and the fifth Biennials, respectively.
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Kamal al-Mulk’s school to modern art. The wide variety in the types of work presented
supports the idea that the Iranian artists at that time were experimenting with those
different art styles: the traditional style, accepted in the Iranian society, and modern art,
the dominant style in the West. As Mujabi claims, the relation between tradition and
modernisation and the question of tradition and national cultural identity was a challenge
for the Iranian artists in the mid-twentieth century (Mujabi 1998, p. 15). This
experimentation can be seen in the art styles, subjects, and themes that artists depicted in
their works.

An example of this interplay of elements, of traditional and modern art, in the
artists’ works is seen in the depiction of the human body. Under Islamic law, the
depiction of human body is banned both in paintings and sculptures. Since the
acceptance of Islam in Iran, some 1,400 years ago, artists depicted plants, animals, and
geometric motifs in their art. Working within such limits meant that Iranian artists were
not unfamiliar with abstract art, describing it as non-figurative forms. This description of
abstract art reminds us of the kind of art which was used for centuries to illustrate books
and decorate buildings in Iran and which was recognised as a branch of Islamic Art. As
such, in thinking about their heritage, Iranian artists found a new way of using abstract
art, a way that could be traced to Islamic art. Examples of such experimentation could be
seen in works that materialised Western influences in the abstract arts presented in the
Biennials.

The influence from the West was not limited to the artistic styles used by
Iranians, but also existed in the manner in which such styles were developed. European
modern artists were inspired by Eastern and African art and craft. For instance, abstract
artists such as Kandinsky and Klee travelled to North Affrica to develop their sense of
colour and design (MacKenzie 1995, p. 66). Similarly, Iranian artists such as Jalil

Ziyapour and Parviz Tanavoli, in the mid twentieth century, travelled across Iran and
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studied different tribes and their cultures. The result of these studies can be seen in their
artistic practices includes the works they exhibited in the Tehran Biennials (images 43.1,
12.5). While adopting stylistic traits from Western Modernism Iranian artists were also

inspired to make field trips expressly to research local and regional arts and crafts.

T

Irﬁage 43.1. a]i17Ziyapour, Zeynab Khatoon, no material, no size, from First Tehran Biennial’s
Catalogue, no author 1958, Tehran Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and
Relations Dept.

Image 12.5. Parviz Tanavoli, The poet and Farbad’ s Beloved, Copper sculpture, 170x 124 x 45, from
Fifth Tehran Biennial’s Catalogue, no author 1966, Tehran, Iran: Ministry of Culture and Arts.

Most of the works that represented abstract painting exhibited in the first and
second Biennials followed the Western style of abstract art. On the other hand, the
inspiration of the pre-Islamic and Islamic Iranian tradition to make abstract art are
recognisable in the works exhibited in the third, fourth, and the fifth Tehran Biennials.
Artists recalled visual elements from their Iranian pictorial heritage and combined them
with the Western style of art as can be seen in Composition by Hossein Kazemi, The singing
of the star by Said Shahlapour and Composition No. 22, by Faramarz Pilaram (image 77.3,

56.4, 9.5).
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Image 77.3. Hossein Kazemi, Composition, Oil, 85 x 138, from Third Tehran Biennial’s Catalogue,
no author 1962, Tehran Iran, Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and Relations
Dept.
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Image 56.4
Biennial’s Catalogue, no author 1964, Tehran Iran, Central Administration of Fine Arts-
Publications and Relations Dept.

Image 9.5. ararnarz Pilaram, Composition No. 22, oil, 105 x 280, from Fifth Tehran Biennial’s
Catalogue, no author 1966, Tehran, Iran: Ministry of Culture and Arts.

After abstract painting, landscape paintings were second in popularity in the
Tehran Biennials.ss Most of the artists depicted landscapes of the urban, rural, and natural
sights of different parts of Iran, highlighting specific local features that can be seen in

historical sites such as Public bath, by Anouch (image 73.2).

Image 73.2. Anouch, Public bath, no material, no size, from Second Tehran Biennial’s Catalogue,
no author 1960, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and Relations
Dept.

36 In the first Biennial, 8% of artworks presented landscape. This figure would increase to 19%, 22% and
25% in the second, third and fourth Biennials respectively. Moreover, only 10% of published artworks in
the fifth Tehran Biennial catalogue depicted landscape.
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In addition to such depictions, one artist, Edict Aivasian exhibited a drawing of

an Oi/ refinery of a modern factory from the southern part of Iran.

&

Image 8.2. Edict Aivasian, O/ refinery, Drawing, 41 x 28, from Second Tehran Biennial’s
Catalogue, no author 1960, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and
Relations Dept.

Otherwise, some of the artists depicted a landscape of non-Iranian cities, for instance,

Roman yard, by Mansoureh Hosseini and New York, by Iran Darroudi (Images 7.1, 72.2).

Image 7.1. Mansoureh Hosseini, Roman yard, no material, no size, from First Tehran Biennial’s
Catalogue, no author 1958, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts— Publications and
Relations Dept.

Image 72.2. Iran Darroudi New York, Oil, no size, from Second Tehran Biennial’s Catalogue, no
author 1960, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and Relations
Dept.

In the third and fourth Biennials, contrary to the previous Biennials, most of the
artists did not offer a realistic take. They simplified forms and used different artistic
techniques to depict their subject. Highlighting various regions of Iran in the title of
works exhibited in the fourth and fifth Biennials are clearly descriptive. They tried to

illustrate the unique views which belong to the Iranian natural scene. Composition N.1, by
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Sohrab Sepehris, is a good example of the way that Iranian artists represented their
Iranian heritage; not only by depicting the symbols and elements belong to Iranian

pictorial heritage but also with engaging their understanding of the Iranian spirit (image

67.2).

Image 67.2. Sohrab Sepehri, Composition N.1, Water colour, 70 x 50, from Second Tehran
Biennial’s Catalogue, no author 1960, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—
Publications and Relations Dept.

The feature of Sepehri’s work is that he combined the Expressionism from
Western art with his innate eastern mysticism (Jachec 2007, p.161).
The imagination subject in this research refers to the artworks that depicted a variety of
topics derived from the artists’ imagination.ss They used surreal, abstract, or formalist art
styles to depict their ideas. In these works, artists pictured diverse subjects related to their
personal experiences or beliefs as can be seen in My drean, by Korous Salahshoor, and |

fear God, by Houshang Pir-Davari (image 30.1, 74.2).

Image 30.1. Korous Salahshoor, My dream, no material, no size, from First Tehran Biennial’s
Catalogue, no author 1958, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and
Relations Dept.

37 Awarded the Grand Prize of Fine Art in the second Tehran Biennial and represented Iran in the Venice
Biennial.

38 Depicting imagination subjects increased slightly from 1% in the first Tehran Biennial to 4%, 2%, 4%
and 10% in the second, third, fourth and fifth Biennials.
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Image 74.2. Houshang Pir-Davari, I fear God, no material, no size, from Second Tehran Biennial’s
Catalogue, no author 1960, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts— Publications and
Relations Dept.

Moreover, some artists were inspired by the Iranian tradition as can be seen in Opening, by

Reza Shaibani, and Nezther bird nor man, by Zhazeh Tabatabai (image 57.4, 28.5).

Image 57.4. Reza Shaibani, Opening, Oil, 74 x94, from Fourth Tehran Biennial’s Catalogue, no
author 1964, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and Relations
Dept.

Image 28.5. Zhazeh Tabatabai, Neither bird nor man, Sculpture in metal, 104 x 76 x 48, from Fifth
Tehran Biennial’s Catalogue, no author 1966, Tehran, Iran: Ministry of Culture and Arts.

This was a new practice in the Iranian art, since the traditional Iranian art styles
were more commonly concerned with depicting that for which there already was a
description, such as a story or image represented in a work of literature. In taking one’s
imagination as the subject of depiction, Iranian artists took the Western artworks as their
main inspiration, as a practice for which such depictions of imagination were nothing
new.

Depicting still-life is one of the main subjects in art of a Western tradition. As we
discussed earlier, Iranians in both pre-Islamic and Islamic eras used to narrate stories in
their works. This can be seen in the Achaemenid reliefs in the pre-Islamic era, as well as
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in the book illustrations in the Islamic period. In contrast to this Iranian tradition, in the
first Biennial, a large number of artworks represented still life.so For example, Bozes by
Javad Hamidi, in the choice of subject and depiction style, shows a significant influence

of Western art (image 12.1).

Ige 12.1. Javad Hamidi, Bozes, no material, no size, from First Tehran Biennial’s Catalogue, no
author 1958, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and Relations
Dept.

Although this approach which was followed by other artists in the next Biennials, some
of them depicted objects familiar to Iranians, recalling their heritage and culture. As such,
Fereydoun Rahimi-Assa in Jar represented elements and symbols that belonged to an

ancient Iranian civilisation (image 23.2).

SRR e

Imége 2‘3.2. Fereydoun Rahimi-Assa, Jar, Oil, 71 x 59, from Second Tehran Biennial’s Catalogue,
no author 1960, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and Relations
Dept.

Taking up and developing the genre of still life enabled Iranian artist to represent
Western art, Iranian artists used the depiction of still life to represent their cultural and
historical elements. Depiction of animals is one of the subjects of art seen in all cultures.
Also, this subject is one of the oldest depicted by humans. Images of animals had a

significant role in the Iranian art in both pre-Islamic and Islamic eras. Artists who

39 Depicting still-life followed a downward trend from 16% in the first Tehran Biennial to 9% in the
second, 7% in the third and fourth Biennial and 2% in the fifth Biennial.
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depicted animals in Tehran Biennials4 not only used symbols and elements from the
Iranian pictorial heritage, but also depicted mythical and iconic animals from Iranian
contemporary literature. For example, Parviz Tanavoli in Maternal love, Mashhadi-Zadeh
in Cow and Hadi Hazaveyi in The doe took inspiration from the Iranian visual heritage and

calligraphy (images 31.1, 109.3, 106.3).

image 31.1. i’arviz Tanavoli, Maternal love, no material, no size, from First Tehran Biennial’s
Catalogue, no author 1958, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—DPublications and
Relations Dept.

Image 109.3. Mashhadi—Zadeh, Cow, glazed-earthenware sculpture, 40 x 60, from Third Tehran
Biennial’s Catalogue, no author 1962, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—
Publications and Relations Dept.

ot

Image 106.3. Hadi Hazaveyi, The doe, Gouache, 50 x 38, from Third Tehran Biennial’s Catalogue,
no author 1962, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and Relations
Dept.

Reza Bangiz and Sadegh Tabrizi referred to Phoenix, a mythical bird based on
pre-Islamic Iranian myth (images 11.2, 126.3). Moreover, Aziz Raghebi in Blind ow!
referred to Iranian modern literature, a surrealist story written by Sadegh Hedayat in 1937

(image 10.1).

40 The number of artworks that represent animals fluctuate wildly from 5% in the first Biennial to 8% and
7% in the second and third Biennials and 2% and in the fourth and fifth Biennials.
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Image 11.2. Reza Bangiz, Phoenix, Gravure, 74 x 49, from Second Tehran Biennial’s Catalogue, no
author 1960, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and Relations
Dept.

Image 126.3. Sadegh Tabrizi, Phoenix, Drawing, 80 x 506, from Third Tehran Biennial’s Catalogue,
no author 1962, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and Relations
Dept.

Image 10.1v.>Aziz Raghebi, Blind owl, no material, no size, from First Tehran Biennial’s Catalogue,
no author 1958, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and Relations
Dept.

Opverall, analysing the works with reference to the main subjects they depict,
shows the gradual changes in the artists’ perspective in depiction topics that belong to
their heritage but use Western art styles. It also shows the impact of Western art
expanded not only in using abstract art style but also in the subject that artists depicted

such as still-life.

2.5.2. Themes and Meaning

The section investigates the ways in which Iranian artists represent various
aspects of their identity, through the visual elements and titles used in their works. This
section is divided into nine smaller parts with the focus on the specific themes
represented in the works (see Table 13). Here I will summarise key points but further in-
depth analysis of artworks in each of the categories below can be found in Appendix A.

2.5.2.1. Reference to social subjects and daily life

Some of the Iranian artists focus on representing current socio-political issues.
Less attention is given to integrating elements and symbols of ancient Iranian identity.

These artworks recorded valuable aspects of Iranians’ everyday life and traditions from
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different social aspects, in order to bring to light the political issues of the time.4«1 Also,
these works documented the ordinary people’s habits and appearances. Many of the
works represented this theme in the first Biennial, concentrating on the traditional and
ordinary aspects of everyday rural and urban life. The next Biennials dealt with such
issues too, but referred to political issues as well, as a consequence of the significant
political shifts in the society, such as the 1953 coup d’état and 1962 White Revolution
(Engelab-e safid).

The depiction of ordinary people and their everyday ways of life documented the
habits, tools and costumes which were being replaced with their modern counterparts.
For example, Shepherd, by Koroush Farzami, shows a rural scene: a shepherd wearing

traditional shoes, coat and hat« (image 2.1).

S
Image 2.1. Koroush Farzami, Shepherd, no material, no size, from First Tehran Biennial’s

Catalogue, no author 1958, Tehran Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and
Relations Dept.

Although this work does not show any exceptional artistic vision, it was awarded the
Second Prize of the Ministry of Art and Culture in the first Biennial, which suggests that the
depiction of the traditional items assisted the jury in making this selection. Consequently,

many of the artists exhibited a significant number of works representing many types of

41 12% of the whole works exhibited in the first Tehran Biennial represented social subjects and daily life,
declining in the next Biennials to 5%, 3%, 5% and 7% respectively.

42 The shepherd’s clothes are known as Gopeng or Kordin in the local language. It is a felt robe made by
different types of fleece or mohair of a goat. It covers the body down to the knees. It is open from the
front and has no sleeves. It protects shepherds from cold and rain. The design of this article of clothing has
minor differences in each region of Iran such as with the usage of the Bakhtiari people, a

southwestern Iranian tribe.
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clothing belonging to different parts and tribes of Iran in the next Biennials (as discussed
in Section 2.5.8).

The depiction of various traditional objects, with significant symbolic meanings
in various artworks is notable. In particular, the juxtaposition of various elements, with
contrasting associations in Iranian culture, can be seen as a capturing of a certain
moment in the modernisation process of Iran. For example, Tabatabai in Pigeon racing and
Paian-Tabari in Bath represent secular and religious items, the two contrasting poles

found in the society, in one frame (images 40.1, 19.3).

Image 40.1. Jazah Tabatabai, Pigeon racing, no material, no size, from First Tehran Biennial’s
Catalogue, no author 1958, Tehran, Iran: Central of Administration of Fine Arts—Publications
and Relations Dept.

no author 1962, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and Relations
Dept.

The mosque represents the religious identity of the society while pigeon racing
represents the modest and informal leisure pursuits of the ordinary Iranian. Similarly,
Paian-Tabari in Bath depicts two contrastive social elements: a half-naked woman taking
a bath in the middle of a yard, which is strongly opposed by Iranian social values, and a
view of two buildings in the background with dome and minaret which are usually

symbols of mosques.
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2.5.2.1.1. Representation of women

Different perspectives of women in Iranian society are represented in the
artworks exhibited in Tehran Biennials. Such works depict the contrast between
traditional and modern female roles in Iranian society. Whereas traditionally the female
role was limited to housekeeping and taking caring of children, in the more contemporary
setting women have more responsibility in the society and outside of the house. It should
be noted, however, that these traditional and contemporary views, are often in tension
with one another. The way that artists depict female subjects reveals these tensions in
society.
2.5.3. Reference to religious subjects

By depicting religious ceremonies, symbols, and elements especially from Shi‘ite
tradition, artists represented the religious side of the Iranian society and their Islamic
heritage. In the early Biennials, obvious religious references were made, both in the title
of the artworks and in the visual elements depicted. Some of these visualisations included
the depiction of mosques’ architectural and interior decoration, prayers, and women
wearing the Chador. Iranian mosques are usually decorated with rhythmic forms of
calligraphy, geometric shapes, and abstract forms of plants. In later Biennials, elements
and symbols of religious ceremonies were presented in abstract forms. In these works,
the artists created a new form in which to express an aspect of Iranian identity based on
religion. This form, despite depicting religion as one of the main features of Iranian
society at the time, was inspired by Western art styles, in particular abstract art. In other
words, in these works, artists used western art styles to make modern artworks based on
Iranian religious tradition.

I also depict religious elements in my work such as hijab, which I have to use as
an Iranian woman in my daily life. These elements appear in my works of the second-

hand books and represent a wider social experience of my daily life. Besides, I
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symbolically recall religious elements in Iranian society as discussed in chapter 4 (see
section 4.3).

2.5.3.1. Representation of Shi‘ite Beliefs

Many of the works that depicted religious themes have focused on traditions
related to the Shi‘ite system of belief, which is adopted by the majority of Iranians. While
some artists depicted traditions and ceremonies of Agiira’s marchs, such as processionas,
Saqqa-kana +5, and Rozekhaniss, others chose a meticulous way of depiction, going beyond
the subject and representing it in a symbolic way. They depicted the elements and
symbols utilised in the march such as “alam’ (a symbol belonging to Asira’s march) and
Kotal4.

2.5.3.2. Depiction of Chador

Chador is a generic Islamic symbol for the role of women in Islamic society and it
represents the religious part of the Iranian society. The decrease of depicting chador
suggests the diminishing of the dominance of local perspectives and an outward looking
view among the Iranian artists during the Tehran Biennials.«s While, if we concede the

depiction of naked women as an influence of Western art, these works suggest the

43 The tenth day of Muharram (the first month of the Islamic calendar) is known as Asira and it the day of
martyrdom of Imam Hussein (the third Shi‘ite’s Imam). For Shi‘ites, a day of mourning for the martyrdom
of Imam Hussein, and for Sunnis, it is a day on which fasting is recommended (Ayoub 1987).

44 Procession (Zanjir-zani) is part of the Shi‘ite rituals observed in the first 10 days of Moharram. These
rituals commemorate the Battle of Karbala and the martyrdom of Imam Hussein. People use chains to flog
themselves on their back, along with narrating the Ashoura story in rhythmic poems and using musical

instruments such as drums and cymbeals.

45 Saqqa-kana is a public place where people drink water to remember the thirstiness of Imam Hosayn and
his family on Agira day. They also light candles for their vows.

46 Roze-khani is an elegiac rhyming poem written to commemorate the martyrdom and valour of Imam
Hosayn and his comrades of the Karbala.

47 This is a religious banner made with a long piece of wood covered with cloths to represent an arm.

48 The number of artworks depicting chador decreased from 16% in the first Biennial to 5%, 3%, and 7%
in the next Biennials, respectively. In the fifth Biennial, no artwork depicts this element.
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Iranian artists practice to westernise the subjects of their artwork.4 Surprisingly, neither
chador nor naked woman were depicted in the artworks exhibited in the fifth Tehran
Biennial.

In the present day, chador is frequently depicted in the Iranian contemporary and
Middle Eastern arts. This might be due to the Western stereotypical representation of the
Middle Eastern face and image that basically arises from the orientalists’ works of
centuries past. The contemporary artists in the Middle East seem to be influenced by this
stereotypical representation, most likely bearing in mind that such depictions are
preferred in the Western art markets. Furthermore, the political and social issues in the
Middle East influence artists to depict these type of element, in order to express their
views with regard to these issues.

2.5.3.3. Depiction of Spiritual Beliefs and the Religions other than Islam

The use of religious symbols and subjects, and in particular the Shi‘ite traditions,
are important in two ways. Not only do they show the significant role of religion in
Iranians’ everyday life, but also indicate that Iranian artists, by depicting these elements
from the inner layers of Iranian society, made accessible an otherwise unseen and
mysterious part of Iranian tradition to the West. By using abstraction, they transfer the
elements through a language familiar to Westerners. These abstract works recall the
orientalist concept of representing a mysterious and lost land.

2.5.4. Reference to Historical Subjects

While Iranian artists were searching for the elements of their historical identity to
reach a ‘national school of art’, less attention was given to the integration of historical
subjects of ancient Iranian identity or historical characters. This contrasts with the official

ideology of the Iranian state, based as it was on reviving the consciousness of ancient

49 The numbers of artworks depicting #naked woman fluctuated in the Biennials from 3% in the first Biennial
to 7% in the second and third Biennials and 2% in the fourth one. In the fifth Biennial, no artwork depicts
this subject.
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Iran, in particular Achaemenian glories, which was only reflected in Darius’s cart so, an iron

sculpture by Parviz Tanavoli (image 13.2).

1mage 13.2. Parviz Tanavoli, Darius’s cart, Iron, no size, from Second Tehran Biennial’s Catalogue,
no author 1960, Tehran, Iran: Central of Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and
Relations Dept.

The small attention given to historical subjects, and in turn the artists’ frequent focus on
the use of symbols, shows a preference on the part of the artists to emphasise their

Iranian identity in their works through a symbolic language rather than directly.

2.5.5. Reference to Iranian Popular Objects

Artists represented Iranian traditions by depicting popular objects such as shisha,
a pitcher of water, and carpet. s1 Depiction of these objects show the artists’ endeavour to
represent part of Iranian culture via visual language. In these works, they not only show
objects as symbols, but also refer to the conceptual meanings that these objects contain
from Iranians’ perspective.

In my work I used a few elements of Iranian carpet as discussed in section 4.4.
2.5.6. Reference to Persian Literatures and Mythology

Classical Persian literature and mythology,s2 contemporary Persian literature,

lyricism and romantic poetry, and epic poetry inspired artists to represent their Iranian

50 Darius (486- 550 BCE) was the third king of the Persian Achaemenid empire. Achaemenid elements and
symbols were represented in the arts and architecture of the Pahlavi era to revive the glory of Achaemenid
period.

51 The number decreased from 5% in the first Tehran Biennial to 1%, 3% and 2% in the next Biennials,
respectively. Moreover, no published artwork in the fifth Tehran Biennial’s catalogue represents this theme.

s2 In the first and second Tehran Biennials, only 3% of artworks represented literature and myth. The trend
sees a slight rise in the third Biennial to 6% before settling back to 2% in the fourth and fifth Biennials.
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heritage in their artworks. Borrowing subjects and themes from well-known literary
works is suggestive of the artists’ endeavours in creating a piece of art aimed at a local set
of audiences. As we discussed earlier, the impact of literature on Iranian identity is
undeniable and Iranians’ knowledge of their heritage is significantly formed by literature.

In depicting these themes, many artists struggled to find a new visual language to
represent their subjects. In other words, they could not go beyond the boundaries of
literary texts and oral traditions to depict their subjects. The artists were surrounded by
the boundaries set by literature and remained captive to the representational powers of
the texts, although some of the artists, by using modernist idioms, tried to represent a
new image of old texts.

Throughout the Biennales, it is evident that reference to Persian literature, myths,
and Iranian traditions were signposts to identity. Although these subjects recall traditional
Persian paintings, artists did not use the manner of miniature painting in their works.
Most of them used the Western artistic style to depict their subjects. However, few could
achieve a new artistic voice adequate to their experience and most works remained
illustrations.

The influence of Persian literature in my works can be seen in the use of Persian

book as a farme of some of my works as discussed in section 4.3.

2.5.7. Use of Calligraphy

Calligraphy emerged in the Achaemenid and Sassanid eras. In the Islamic era,
calligraphy was further refined through designing and writing the Quran, decorating
buildings such as mosques, and decorating crafts such as plates and jars. Calligraphy also
arose in the copying of precious books. Examples include Sah-nama and other poetry

books, where the calligraphy usually accompanied illustrations. Different types of Persian
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and Arabic calligraphic forms were used. In the twentieth century, calligraphy became
one of the main features of Iranian modern and contemporary art.

The use of calligraphy in painting flourished in the middle of twentieth century in
Iran. During the Tehran Biennials, calligraphy appeared extensively in artworks.ss
Although calligraphy in the artistic sense has always been part of Iranians artistic tradition
and can be traced in different historical periods in Iran, only slowly over a long period
did it become a dominant artistic style among Iranian artists.

Calligraphy, as a traditional Iranian form of art is important to Iranian artists.
Writing is an old tradition among Iranians in all eras, helping them to record their history.
This can also be seen in the remains of relics from the pre-Islamic era, which have since
become a core part of Islamic art. These facts show why and how calligraphy found its
primary position in the Iranian modern and contemporary arts. It also indicates that in
depicting Iranian identity in visual arts, artists found calligraphy as one of the fascinating
elements in the Iranian heritage. Furthermore, due to the nature of Persian fonts, artists
can depict them in many different compositions, and these fonts can further be seen as
decorative designs especially to persons who cannot read the language these fonts
mediate. These qualities make the Persian calligraphy, which Iranian artists started to use
in their works, a unique element in their works.

2.5.8. Reference to specific regions in Iran

Iranian artists, by referring to the different part of Iran, depict Iranian traditional
life, rural people, and the nomadic tribes as well as their habits and traditions.s+ Although
these works also document towns and their symbols, in some of the artworks, only their

titles refer to the regions. The visual elements do not help the viewer to recognise the

53 There was no exhibited artwork representing calligraphy or orthography in the first Tehran Biennial.
During the next Biennials, the number of works increased with a gentle slope with 1%, 3%, 5% and 10% in
the second, third, fourth, and fifth Biennials respectively.

54 The number of artworks depicting this theme fluctuates considerably, from 3% in the first Biennial to
8%, 1%, 7% and 5% in the next Biennials respectively.
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place. Interestingly, to represent this theme only a few artists chose an abstract style while
others preferred a realistic approach. The realistic manner suggests that the artists sought
to document the culture and habits of the people.

Most of the artists who exhibited their works in Tehran Biennials used the title to
communicate better with their viewers. A new approach to choosing titles is evident in
the fourth and fifth Biennials. Some artists refer to ‘Iran’ as a place in the title of their
works, such as Iranian dance, by Marie Shaianse, Iranian tree, by Abolghassem Saidi, and

Iranian spring, by Massoud Arabshahi (images 52.4, 131.4, 29.5).

Iage 52.4. Matie Shaianse, Iranian dance, Gravure, 34 x 49, from Fourth Tehran Biennial’s
Catalogue, no author 1964, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and
Relations Dept.

Imae 131.4. bolghassern Saidi, [ranian tree, Oil, 150 x 80, from Fourth Tehran Biennial’s
Catalogue, no author 1964, Tehran, Iran: Central Administration of Fine Arts—Publications and
Relations Dept.

Imag629.5.-Massoud Arabshahi, Iranian spring, Oil, 133 x 190, from Fifth Tehran Biennial’s
Catalogue, no author 1966, Tehran, Iran: Ministry of Culture and Arts.
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These three artists, by referring to ‘Iran’; not only bring together all the different
people who live in Iran from different ethnicities, cultures, and even languages, but also
introduce a kind of national identity which the Biennials organisers were looking for.
Iranian artists explored the different regions of Iran, in particular those with historical
significance. To represent them, they not only depicted the traditions and local elements,
but also tried to represent a part of their Iranian heritage, rooted in the same ancient
traditions but adapted to the local customs.

2.5.9. Reference to elements of Iranian classical painting, art and craft

The use of items and symbols that belong to the Iranian visual heritage of the
Pre-Islamic and the Islamic eras can be traced in some artworks exhibited in Tehran
Biennials.ss To depict these elements and symbols, some of the artists used the Western
art styles. Others used the achievements of the old generation of Iranian artists who,
during the early twentieth century, tried to renew the two-dimensional and flat miniature
paintings. These artists brought a realistic point of view to the traditional miniature
paintings, and ‘while the subject-matter remains almost unchanged compared with
classical Persian painting, the content and style of portraiture seem different in terms of
characters and the depiction of social figures- in contrast to the traditional approach,
which was to portray literary or mystical personalities’ (Keshmirshekan 2013, pp. 46, 47).
The influence of the renewal of miniature painting manner continued until the middle of
the twentieth century, as we can see in many artworks exhibited in the first Tehran
Biennial.

2.5.10. Reference to West/East
The ‘West’, as a theme, was not as common as one might expect. While many

artists applied Western techniques and approaches, few addressed its essential historical

55 The tread decreased from 12% in the first Biennial to 7% in the second and third and 5% in the fourth
Biennial; again reached 12% in the fifth Tehran Biennial.
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and political essence. Those that depicted the West did so principally through images of
European and American cites.ss

Noteworthy here is the fact that these works represented the West from an
Eastern perspective. This can be seen as the flipside of orientalism, where the East is
depicted through a Western perspective. The Iranian representations of the West in these
artworks are mostly concerned with scenes not seen in Iran, the places that uniquely
show the Western cities and even their picturesque cultures.
2.6. Summary

Before the first Tehran Biennial in 1958, Iranian artists had not achieved
noteworthy success in international festivals. It was after 1958 that Iranian artworks
started to receive considerable international attention. The Tehran Biennials offered a
space for Iranian artists and art directors to bring all works together in a complete
collection of Iranian contemporary art for international art organisers and collectors.

The Biennials’ organisers believed these events would be instrumental to the
success of Iranian artists in other international Biennials, such as the Biennale de Paris in
1961. The organisers also claimed that success in the Paris Biennale was attributable to
the previous Tehran Biennials (1958-1960) and other exhibitions held during those years.
However, whilst the organisers attributed this success to the variety of the artworks
presented and the Western influence on these works, they also believed that such
Western influence caused chaos among Iranian artists. This chaos could only be
eliminated through a national style of art (Tajvidi 1962, pp. 11, 12). Meanwhile, in order
to gain a similar success within Iranian society, the artists shifted their focus towards a
form and style of art which the wider society could understand and to which it could

connect. This fact encouraged artists and Tehran Biennial organisers to search for a

s6 Only 1% of artworks in the first, third, and fourth Tehran Biennials referred to West or East. This trend
increased to 4% in the second Biennial, and no artworks represented this theme in the fifth Tehran
Biennial.
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national, yet new and independent, style and set of topics that could reflect the needs of
society as a whole.

The identification of the artworks with modernism in their first appearance in an
international exhibition was not accidental. Throughout history, arts in Iran have been
tied to political change. Looking back from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries,
kings had dedicated art schools and artists. Artists received special titles and they
illustrated books, such as Sdh-ndma, for the kings. These illustrated books, named after
the kings and the painting schools for the most part, were also named after the city in
which they did their illustrations. For example, the Sah-nama-ye Sahior Sah-nama-ye Sah
Tahmasbi was created in the early of the sixteenth century by artists at the royal atelier in
Tabriz, the capital of the Safavid monarchy at the time. Art in Iran has been a royal
monopoly. Under this system of semi-patronage. artists were not completely free to
follow their aspirations; they had to consider their king’s desires as well. As mentioned,
such circumspection was still prevalent in the time when Tehran Biennials were held, and
it continues to exist within a more modern ideological framework under the Islamic
Republic.

This setting still defines and informs relationships between artists and the
government, in spite of contemporary artists” attempts to abandon it and follow their
own aims. This tension confronts the contemporary artist with certain potentially severe

restrictions, such as not being allowed to exhibit his or her works publicly.

The artworks exhibited in the Tehran Biennials show a mosaic of cultural and
geographical diversity in Iran that reveals its richness to outsiders. The works reflect an
attempt by Iranian artists and art directors to incorporate the cultural and geographical
elements as signifiers in the formation of their national identity. As such, the variable
elements in the exhibited works construct the identity of Iran and Iranians. For instance,

the modernist artist, Zenderoudi, adapted Islamic symbols to the contemporary world,
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following Al-e Ahmad’s attempts to reconcile religion and modernity (Daftari 2002,
p.72). Iranian artists invented a new visual language which formed a rich visual heritage
for Iranian contemporary artists. Unlike some of the prevailing orientalist notions that
represent the East as passive, merely represented from the eye of the occident, the works
prove that a process of negotiation took place between East and West. Later, these
Iranian artists managed to develop a unique means of representation which fit universal
values. This is noticed by identifying the rhythm of change on the artworks exhibited in
each of the Biennials. The analysis shows that the Iranian artists negotiated new ways to
present themselves by adapting Western conceptual and technical tools and materials. At
the same time, they continued to acknowledge their national and historical heritage and
celebrate their changing culture. They tried to challenge the established borders between
the West and the East and represent themselves as contemporary.

In addition, the historical investigation of Tehran Biennials and the analysis of the
artworks they exhibited show that cultural hegemony not only functioned from above, as
the state’s ideology, but also from below as imposed by people’s ideological
interpretations. For instant, the Iranian secular government transformed traditional
Iranian society to a modern state by encouraging artists to make modern and abstract art
style. On the other hand, artists tried to bring together the two main ideological poles in
the Iranian society by depicting elements and symbols which have their roots in the
Shi‘ite system of belief ceremonies. In other words, Iranian artists who may have not
been religious, found the core of Iranian national identity among the religious symbols
and ceremonies. By representing them in abstract art styles, they explored a way which
included the goals and desires of both sides; the state and the people.

In the next chapter, I address the different aspects of this study on my work in

relation to other contemporary artists.
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Chapter 3: Placing the layers of theoretical, historical and archival research via studio
practice

3.1. My practice in context: Contribution to knowledge

The thesis is an outcome of a two-fold research: theoretical, historical and
archival research which investigates the concept of Iranian Identity by using Tehran
Biennials as a case study, and a studio practice. The historical research offers a new
perspective on the development of modernism in Iranian art history Iranian modern art
history and the steps that artists took to achieve an Iranian modern art which, while it
had its roots in tradition, was international in its outlook. The research furnished me with
more accurate knowledge of my Iranian heritage in the depth and complexity of our
pictorial heritage. The studio practice results in new artwork while also in a sense
visualising the theoretical/historical research. Making artworks in reference to my identity
by using elements and symbols from my memories, experiences and my Iranian cultural
heritage sets a new perspective for me while doing the theoretical and historical research.
Without the practice, some of the historical and theoretical material would not have
developed in this particular way. For example, the notion of identity turned from a
subjective and instinctual concept to a tangible and substantial form located as layers. As
such, the idea of layering expands in the theoretical and historical aspects as a
metaphorical concept. In other words, the archival research and my studio practice are
woven into each other. So part of the original contribution to knowledge is bringing
theory and practice together into this investigation.

In terms of methodology, this research, tries to meet different perspectives
toward Iranian identity and find the traces that they left in Iranian visual heritage in the
mid twentieth century by using different methods such as archive, literatures and
interview. Archival research was undertaken in Mashhad, Shiraz, Tehran and Paris;
literature review and library research in Lancaster; interviews in Iran, Paris and New York

and numerous gallery visits from London and Paris to New York. My research, as
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practice and theory, has been tested through presentation at conference in Viennas? and
publication in postgraduate research journalsss and exhibited in Lancasterse. Moreover,
the two aspects of this study- the academic and studio- have sat alongside and informed
each other, literally on my studio table. My paintings have been challenged by my reading
and my writing affected by my studio practice.

The academic element of this study sets out to track, analyse and describe the
traditions, values and practices that have contributed to new visualisations of national
identity. Studio practice sets action research methods in train to explore selected motifs
and compositions seen in the biennales for potential re-application today. By thinking of
the theoretical, archival and historical research as layers of conceptual knowledge and
understanding integrated with the layers of a painter’s experiences skills and reflection,
the layer of studio practice would add a very personal and even vivid aspects on them.
Hence, investigating the past by using a mixed tool kit of conventional and new
approaches, offers a new perspective toward the past and at the same time brings shades
of the past to the current time. To put it simply, these are methodologies that are
commonly used in historical and theoretical research. But in the studio practice there are
methodologies that are productive and distinct to practice. This study brought these
normally separate methodologies together. In addition, practices are given an opportunity
to reflect on the history and theory from different stand points and through different

lenses.

57 Takhtkeshian,I. “The I-Eye: The Multi-layered Identity’, Presentation at the Second International
Identity conference held in Vienna, Austria between 6-7 September 2016.

58 Takhtkeshian,IF. ‘Formation of a Different Medium of Perception’; The Luminary, the online post-
graduate journal based at Lancaster University, (2013).

59 In-betweenness, Group exhibition of Lancaster PhD Art and Film students, The Storey Gallery, November
2015. And, Layers of Identity, The LICA Building, Lancaster University, September 2014.
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3.2. The bridge

The theoretical and historical research and archival work provides me with means
and conceptual tools to view Iranian tradition, heritage and society differently. It offers a
way of looking at the significant symbols, references and materials in artworks exhibited
in Tehran Biennials. So the objective of this part of my research is to present a model for
investigation and archeologically revealing significant moments in my own training, my
own growth and autobiography. It was also decisive in choosing different symbols and
elements from my heritage to bring them to my practice. The research expresses my
deepening knowledge of the concept of Iranian identity and Iranian and non-Iranian
artists’ and historians’ conceptions. As such, digging through the historical archive gave
me ways of thinking about how I can critically reflect on my own autobiography archive.

The Biennial enabled current Iranian art practices to be foregrounded and shown
in international contexts. They also made it possible for Iranian artists to be innovative in
employing concepts and using material and media. An enduring impact of the biennales
was that this foregrounding of art became ever more public and international. They also
offered Iranian artists, art schools and students new ways to think about art. Similarly, in
my art, I am recovering and representing aspects of ancient, historical and traditional
culture; Iranian and international. Through my studio practice I re-cycle, I take
experiences from my past and my knowledge of history and bring them into the 21st
century, and mix them via film, videos, installation, with new ideas about deconstruction.
So in a miniature way I am doing something not dissimilar to what the biennales did.

Moreover, my studio practice which explores a very personal experience, draws a
framework of how to look and what to find in analysing the artworks and the process of
organizing the Tehran Biennials. Studio practice enables me to have a deep and sensitive
treatment of the fabric while looking at archival material. It imports an imaginatively

interpretative skills used in the studio, which are not used all the time in the archive or
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historical research. but they do give me another tool. So that is what comes from the
studio into my academic research; a sympathetic way of interpretation. These are the
special skills of a practitioner, an extra-sensory feel for colour, texture and how an artist
has molded their subject.

I benefited from the theoretical framework in developing some skills in the
studio. For instance, collage is the main technique that is used in most of the artworks.
Collage visualises the concept of collective identity and represents them as different
layers. Besides, the method of transferring images and peeling the paper to reach the
photos metaphorically represents the idea of moving from a place to another, in addition
to layering identity. As such, these skills developed as a result of using materials and
images and as a result of the way text, images and the relationships between them are
imaginatively interpreted.

To conclude, archives integrate different layers of their historically embedded art
practices. As Stuart Hall argues, ‘photography is a representational system, using images
on light-sensitive paper to communicate photographic meaning about a particular person,
event or scene. Exhibition or display in a museum or gallery can also be thought of as
‘like a language’, since it uses objects on display to produce certain meanings about the
subject matter of the exhibition” (Hall, 2013, p. xxi). When we go to museum, we
experience a huge cultural layering —the archive as a set of veins and skins that represent
and relay the information, experiences and images on them. I have decoded and
absorbed the layers into my practice as an artist, and the collage techniques I use are a

direct mirror of archival layering.

3.3. My practice in a contemporary context
I selected an example of a group of artists, 2 Iranian and 2 Western, who are
working with ideas such as re-location and changed identities. In terms of art techniques

these artists are recycling images, representing ideas of immigration and moving from
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one place to another, and referring to national and historical elements. This section
follows with a visual map (see Visual Map 95 in Appendix C). that places my works besides
these contemporary artists. The aim of this is to position myself in contemporary practice
and demonstrate the relationships between the theoretical, historical and archival

research.

Among the many Iranian and international artists whose works inspired me, I
choose Bahman Jalali (1944- 2010), Shirin Neshat (b. 1957), Yinka Shonibare (b. 1962)
and Laure Prouvost (b. 1978). Their techniques and the way they look at their subject and
bring together past and present is inspirational. For example, their approach to history
and contemporary time and represent them simultaneously can be seen in the use of
traditional art techniques such as sculpture and painting along with newer media like
photography, video and installation.

Bahman Jalali is an Iranian amateur and self-taught photographer.

The various stages and moments in the works of Bahman Jalali, from his
documentary projects to the Image of Imagination seties, realised using the
negatives of the Qajar photographs, relate in a complex manner to
cultural history and memory (but also to that which has been suppressed),
through a process of anamnesis that leads us to certain obscure points
originating in forgotten images. (David, 2007, pp. 6-7)

Jalali, in the Image of Imagination setrieso, used his imagination as a filter and tried
to reproduce the images that he saw on his journeys in Iran. This series is a selection and
combination of ‘different images of the Qajar period taken from the photographic
collection of the Golestan Palace’ (Jalali, 2007, p. 176). As Jalali claimed in this series he

created ‘a world that one finds only in the imagination. In the space between the tangible

0 The Image of Imagination series includes 6 different phase: Image of Imagination: Black and White I (2000), Sepia
(2002), Red (2003), Flowers (2004), Mirror (2005) and Black and White 11 (2008).
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and virtual, where time is set aside, a world emerges that brings these two realities ever
closer’ (Jalali, 2007, p. 176). As such, his work primarily deals with a piece of the past but
brings it forward in a contemporary image. As the name Iwage of Imagination suggests, it is
an imaginative recreation of something lost.

My work draws on some of the ideas and images of Jalali’s work. His works have
a strong association with memory and imagination which create past and present. His
works are also distinguished by symbolic use of colour and historical photos. By using
old images and adding his memories to them, he brings the historical images into the
present time. I draw upon on Jalali’s works by combining different layers of past, present,
memories and experiences and bring them together. I use my old images and add my old
and recent memories to them.

The role of memory and imagination can be seen in the works of Shirin Neshat.
She went to the United States to pursue her study in 1975, but the uncertainties that
resulted from the Iranian Revolution (1978-79), followed by the hardships imposed by
the Iran-Iraq War (1980-88) compelled Neshat to remain in the United States (Ho, 2015,
p. 11). Only in 1990 was she able to visit Iran. The Women of Allah seties is the outcome
of this visit and other subsequent visits. ‘Women of Allah shows an artist grappling with
the shifting and contradictory ideologies that have been projected on the figure of the
Iranian woman, both by the government of Islamic Republic and by the West” (Ho, 2015,
p. 17). In these works, Neshat represents her reading of the changes that had taken place
in Iran since she had left the country (Ho, 2015, p. 14). She claims that ‘I seem to have
framed subjects that are directly related to my experiences as an Iranian woman living
abroad. In many ways I feel like even my female characters to some degree embody my
own characteristics and nature. They are often loners, outcasts, rebellious against every

norm and form of authority’ (Neshat, 2015, p. 34).
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In the Women of Allah series, she is ‘usually posing for the picture herself while
having a friend trigger the shutter. She inscribes the resulting print with patterns and
handwriting in Persian’ (Ho, 2015, p. 16). She uses different elements and symbols which
are ambiguously layered, with a number of possible readings.

Subtle dissonances in the Women of Allah images reveal that, while
seeming to conform to the strictest Islamic-Iranian codes of dress,
Neshat’s Women appear wearing heavy eye makeup |[...], veils that can
look more like 2 nun’s habit than a chador, and “henna tattoos” that
reference a cultural practice that is non-Islamic in origin, and wielding a
weapon made in America, a Reminglo rifle (Ho, 2015, p. 17).

The role of place, Iran before and after revolution, and its changes are
highlighted in Neshat’s works. She ‘has described making art as her way of building a
“bridge” to Iran-both it’s present reality, which she can observe only from a distance, and
the country of her memory and imagination’ (Ho, 2015, p. 11). Similar to Neshat, I use
elements and symbols which have their roots in my memory and experiences. I also try to
make a bridge between the two different places in which I have lived, Iran and the UK,
and make a balance between the different layers of my knowledge. Neshat works also
significantly inspired me to use the serial form in making artworks. “There are thirty-eight
Women of Allah photographs and, as with Cindy Sherman’s Untitled Film Still or Tseng
Kwong Chi’s Ambignous Ambassador seties, important meaning can be found in the
differences and gaps between the images’ (Ho, 2015, p. 17). Likewise, I work in a serial
form. Each work is a layer of my identity. And when I exhibit them side by side, a viewer
can see and read the gaps between them and what is absent in the work and invisible to
them but non the less important to its construction and meaning. As such, working in a
serial form can reveal the non-depicted parts and represent them between the non-

existed lines.
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Yinka Shonibare was born in London, grew up in Nigeria and returned to
London to continue his art school education (Chambers, 2014, p. 297). Shonibare
‘brought together studies of African art practices —often depicted were wooden caryatid
figures- juxtaposed with all manner of consumer items, readily available on high streets
and other retail outlets’ (Chambers, 2014, p. 297). He ‘attempted to fashion new
languages, new dialogues, and new terms of reference to describe the peculiarities of his
life and his identity in late 1980s London’ (Chambers, 2014, p. 298). Shonibare recycled
an enormous number of cultural references from Nigeria, such as colourful African batik
fabric and African Dutch wax fabric, to question cultural and national meanings. In my
works, I take European books as an unfamiliar substrate and collage over images and
elements from my cultural heritage. I weave my memories and experiences from Iran,
Tehran, and the UK. The books themselves as solid cultural artefacts and the images
which I made in them metaphorically represent my traveling and re-locating. They hold
the knowledge I gained from these two different places in which I have been living in the
last few years. They also contain all cultural and national definitions which I have
encountered during this time. My work recycles patterns and fabrics and re-purposes
them.

Laure Prouvost, a French artist based in London, in her work Wantee, 2013- video
installation displays a transnational imagination which travels back to other places and
environments. She uses different layers of her memory, fiction, reality and art history
together and presents them via modern technology. The concepts in this work, which I
saw in the Grizedale Arts exhibition in 2013, inspired me. The fact that this artist moved
to the UK to continue her study and the references to her memory in her work
highlighted the importance of personal memory and experiences in my journey from Iran
to the UK. This highlighted my past and raised questions about how I want to keep and

represent my memories and personal experiences in my works. The combination of
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conventional and contemporary techniques and approaches- of mixing old and new
media- and dissolving the boundaries between the artwork and environment provoked
me to rethink how I might curate and present my own work for exhibition. The whole
exhibition space becomes part of my work. Visitors not only observe artworks, they also
walk inside them to live the experience.

My journey to the West has given me a first-hand chance to see and experience
many contemporary art practices which challenge new and traditional art media and
concepts. In my practice I bring together old and new media to present Iranian culture
from my own perspective based on my memories and experiences.

In the next chapter, I address how my own practice negotiates similar challenges.
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Chapter 4. The I-Eye: The Multiple Self

As we have seen, by the middle of the twentieth century, and in the context of
the Biennales, Iranian artists reimagined cultural codes that had long been part of their
heritage. These cultural codes, maintained in symbols, elements, colours, and subjects
formed the conception of Iranian visual culture for contemporary Iranians, including
artists. In other words, I can say that the Iranian modern artists used the elements and
subjects of Iranian heritage, as represented by Western Orientalists scholars and artists, as
well as their knowledge about the Iranian culture and history to reflect their
contemporary experience. They produced a new visual identity based on the Iranian
traditions and modern values. This is the legacy that I, as an Iranian artist in the twenty-
first century, inherit.

In my practice, I explore the notion of identity through different media: collage,
painting, drawing, and video. While thoughts of selthood, nationality, and gender have
long informed my practice, issues of identity have become foregrounded since my move
to the UK. Different questions have started to penetrate my mind: What is ‘identity’? Is
identity a fixed quality? At the personal level, is it necessary to depict my identity in my
work or not? If the answer is yes, how can I represent it? Thus far, I am still looking for a
firm answer to these questions. The outcome of this research has enabled me to better
locate my practice in this context.

While researching identity, I have found myself as a multi-layered person: a
construction of individual and collective. Identity is the perception persons have of
themselves. We also perceive ourselves from the perceptions of others. I perceive the
fragments of myself in the society and, as an artist, I try to put them together while
knowing the fragments in my multi-layered identity for contradictions and ironies. That,
in fact, is why it is a multi-layered self. Every time I examine a layer, elements of my

identity appear or disappear and I try to replace or move the layers. The different aspects
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of my identity are hidden in various layers of artworks. I want to find out the subtle
dialogue between ‘T’ and ‘Eye’; how identity is constructed by self-perception and others’
conceptions. I attempt to capture the dialogue between ‘I’ of reflection and ‘eye’ of
depiction. The T’ is an internal view that indicates a self-perception, while the ‘eye’ is an
external view of the society towards that self.

This collection of thoughts, feeling, and experiences unified in this research
comes from my awareness of myself. The historical research has enabled me to observe
myself critically—as an artist composed of academic training and cultural inheritance, a
rational being—and to observe myself as instinctive and creative, a sensing and feeling
being. Moreover, the idea of collecting different components in one place can be seen as
the result of this practice-based research using different types of traditional and new
media to make artwork. The outcome of this research is a self-analytical autobiographical
work in paint, collage, and video.

This chapter divides into three main sections. The first section divides into two
parts. The first of these investigates the techniques, materials, and concepts explored
during the course of this practice-based research. The second part explores the
implications of the manner of displaying the works. The second section of the chapter
examines the notion of layers in visualizing identity and the third considers the concept
of fragmented identity in art practice.

4.1. Circle; Materials and Concepts

To explore the idea of layers of identity in my practice, I used self-portrait,
Iranian motifs from the traditional cloth and carpet, images and recorded film of
aeroplane, and landscape pictures, all of which affect my notion of myself. These motifs
and images manifest in collages, paintings, and videos. They represent my memorties,
experiences, and emotions. Images represent real life in the works. Photos create an

image of reality in our minds that is combined with colours and drawings that represent
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my emotions and elements I inherited as an Iranian. Colours and drawings are from
different objects, times, and places. They complete each other and magnify particular
aspects of the historical moment captured by photos.

Using second-hand books and photos metaphorically represents the idea of
collection—a collection of elements of tradition. Iranian culture is a collection of
different traditions of various civilizations. The art works from each historical stage show
the influence of other cultures and civilizations on the Iranian culture. For instance, the
impact of Assyrian and Mesopotamia arts can be traced to Achaemenid arts; and Parthian
and Sassanid arts were influenced by ancient Greek art and Roman art (Pakbaz 1998, pp.
765, 767).

Collage as an art production technique, utilises parts, sections, and incomplete
material. It forms its images from elements that have previously appeared elsewhere.
Fragments are placed alongside and over each other purposefully to form images and
narratives that contain juxtapositions and discontinuity. The success of collage often rests
on a type of mixing, yet results in an unsmooth blend. ‘It first became an acknowledged
artistic technique in the early 20th century, when it drew much of its material from the
proliferation of mass-produced images in newspapers, advertisements, cheap popular
illustrations, etc.” (Chilvers and Glaves-Smith 2009). In this way, collage, metaphorically,
visualises the fundamental concept of a person’s identity as the integration of cultural
influences. In addition, collectivity, as a significant factor in making collage, recalls the
concept of Iranian identity as a collective feeling between Iranians as discussed in
Chapter 1.

From this perspective, all of the works presented in this practice-based research
initially developed around the idea of collectivity. Collage is a plural and impure mix of
sources and images. It is, in my view, uniquely suited to exploring Iranian experiences. As

a technique, collage helps me to express how I feel about my identity, which is a
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collection and reflection of society, the times I relate to, my past which still has its effects
on my character, and new experience that change me every day. Collage also reflects my
artistic and geographical journey to the West. In a sense, my entire practice is a collage; it
includes a variety of media and it relies on layering associations. While the paintings
might be interpreted as the most 'final' of my works, they are nonetheless exhibited in
relation to other media which speak to and interrupt them.

Iranian identity is a collective feeling among the people who live in the historical
lands of Iran and share historical experiences and cultural traditions. When we look at
collage as a technique, it is not hard to recognise different elements that came together to
make the final work. Working on a page at various times by re-drawing, adding a little
paint, and sometimes adding objects that I find, brings different aspects and different
feelings from the work together and, at the same time, by working on different works, I
confer on them the same experience. So this group of works constitutes a collection of
thoughts, feelings, and experiences that are brought into one place without paying
attention to their chronological orders. In other words, I am questioning these orders.
This group of works made in the books reflect my conceptions and experiences
concerning my identity. The collages are an ‘open work’ (Eco 1989); they do not aspire to
completion or to a final consummate form.

Alternatively, the works on canvas not only hold my thoughts and feeling, but
also document the stories of my experiences in moving from one place to another. This
story, completed during the process of work, starts from making of the sketches to the
creating of final pieces by printing, transferring images, drawing, painting, and sewing on
them. This process brings the idea of removing and selecting layers of identity to
represent the image I want others to see.

To make sketches for paintings, I used Photoshop. Working with Photoshop offered the

potential for more layers, keeping and erasing parts of them to make different versions of
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the composition with almost the same constituent elements and images (Figures 9 and
10).
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Photoshop also allowed the visualisation of the idea of secrecy and disclosure, since some
images are transparent whereas others are opaque, and some layers merge together.
Images (layers) overlap until the final composition is formed. These layers, which also
contain pictures, elements, and symbols of my identity, metaphorically visualize the
concept of collective identity, the challenge I face in my self-definition, and how I want

to present myself and my identity.
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In the process of printing, the virtual layers in the digital sketches disappeared

and the final print becomes flat (Figure 11).

)—'igure 11 Final print from digital sketches of Negotiation 1, 2013.

The final print recalls the original images upon which I started work. However,
the images were constant and just represented a moment in a place or an object. The
sketches represent a multivalent image of different places and objects that overlapped
and dissolved into each other. It is like a pause on a timeline—a point under a magnifier.
However, in my opinion, these digital sketches were not complete yet. They did not hold
the experience of moving from a place to another. I wanted to find a way to transfer this
experience in my practice. Moving from one place to another, while adding new
knowledge on the person, stretches the old experiences and habits and this may result in
a dramatic change in that person’s lifestyle and the way of thinking. In my experience,
this was not a simple change. Moving from Iran to the UK was such a dislocation on so
many basic aspects—culture, customs, and language—as to have a profound impact on
my ideology, lifestyle, and even ways of thinking. As such, these differences generated the
necessity of learning a new set of socio-cultural relations based on the new values in the

new place. The experience, metaphorically, inculcated in me the notion that I am living in
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two parallel universes. Thus, the new layers that add on the previous layers of my identity
through this displacement have deeply enriched my life experiences.

By making collages in books I learned that the time I spent on each work added a
critical layer, the layer that documented and represented the feelings, memories, and
experiences that dominated me at that time. I decided to transfer these digital sketches to
actual paintings. Among the different options, such as printing them on photographic
paper or using the traditional painting techniques, I decided to restrict the technique used
in this research. This restriction, metaphorically, represents the limitations that the
societies’ ideologies apply in my everyday life. For instance, my vision formed by living in
Iran as the community in which I grew up and the UK as a place to which I moved. Both
settings shaped my beliefs, goals and expectations, but at the same time gave me a
framework within which to think about and experience it. Moreover, I wanted to develop
a technique that captured visually the idea of layering from the metaphoric aspect of this
research to a real and touchable experience.

In making the paintings, I transferred images on canvas by printing the digital
sketches on regular print paper and using medium gel to attach the prints on canvas

(Figure 12).

Figure 12 Transferring image on canvas form Negotiation 1, 2013.
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The pictures are placed face down, and after hours of saturating and peeling the
paper, the image appears. Peeling paper to find the image on it metaphorically recalls the
idea of investigating the different aspects of identity to keep and erase parts of them. The
transferring process affects the quality of images by removing some details, damaging,
and scratching the image. This practice recalls the influences remaining in a person when
moving from one place to another. It also highlights the concept of fragmented
identity—the relationship between the fragmentary as a cultural concept and the formal
and visual qualities of damaged images.

Thus, she holds traditions and ideologies from the society in which she lived in.
She hides herself behind them, in her safe zone, and highlights some aspects of them, the
ones closer to her, namely, her memories. The layers started fragment, the cracks in them
appearing whilst moving to a new place with its own challenges and limitations. She had
to pick and re-define her values and describe new ones based on both old and new

settings. The ideologies and traditions inevitably merge (Figure 12).

by by

Ty Al

Mgt
el e
M e

Figure 13 Untitled, 2014.
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In addition to some layers of drawing, painting, scratching, and collaging, I used

thread to sew some parts of the motifs in paintings (Figure 14).

1 { 2 " ,ﬂ. d
Figure 14 Sewing, detail form Negotiation 1, 2013.

Sewing motifs on my face is a metaphor of attaching tradition onto the identity of a
person. Sewing was an important hobby in my own upbringing. While I was a teenager
my mother as a member of a generation that preceded me, taught me how to make an
embroidery work, a handicraft art that she had learned from her mother. Moreover, 1
leaned different styles of needlework at school in a course that familiarised teenagers with
various (traditional and new) arts and craft. This transfer of traditions, in this case the use
of thread, from one generation to the next allowed me not only to adopt and import a
feminine tradition into my works that had its roots in my adolescent experiences and
memory, but also, simultaneously, to remove this tradition’s limits and personalize and
re-frame it based on my current needs.

The other material that I used is the mirror, which, traditionally in Iran, is used to

decorate buildings (Figure 15).
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Figure 15 Mirror, detail form Negotiation 2, 201 3.

In my work, the mirror is cut into small pieces in the form of a geometric motif often
used in Iran’s Islamic art.

Finally, videos set the different layers and elements of identity into motion.
Moreover, video enables other dimensions such as time and movement to appear in the
work, which collage and paint do not. While these works are in video and technologically
very different, they share a common root with the collages. I borrowed images and visual
elements from the second-hand books and combined them with films and pictures that I

saw in Iran and the UK (Fig. 16).
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Figure 16 Still form Untitled. video. 28", 2013.

My first treatment of visual elements from the UK, as a new place and space, appears in

this project (Figure 17).

Figure 17 Ingleborough cwe, North 0r/éx/ﬂ're, England.

The new location introduced a new context, language, culture and perspective to me.
Some were completely different to what I knew and experienced in Iran and Persian
culture. All of these images, elements, pictures, and films became an individual
transparent layer. They, collectively, perform a circle: they walk and flow inside or outside

of one another, cover or uncover and appear or disappear within each other. They are a
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mixture of different themes, dreams, and imaginary places and states that had elements of
secrecy and disclosure.

All the works investigate the concept of identity via different perspective and
materials. The appearance of the works (texture and size) show a very different visual
quality from each other. The different textures and sizes refer to the quest of exploring
the different aspects of identity, such as personal versus public levels. In these works,
working is a book represented the personal aspects of identity, which recalls privacy. A
book as a piece of work can be both public or private. It can be opened and read, hence
acknowledged and made public, or it can remain closed and private for a duration. This
comes as a contrast to a work of art on a canvas, which by its very nature is a public work
that the artist intends to be shown to others. It is only with the help of an external tool
(e.g., a piece of cloth) that the artwork can be made private. As such, the artwork lacks
the double property of a book.

4.2. A Multi-Modal Installation: Uniting Traditional and New Media
I display my artworks in a multi-modal installation, which includes collages,

paintings, and videos (Figure 18).
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This mode of presenting unites traditional and new media together. Working
within traditional and new media represents my conception of my identity: a mixture of
traditional and modern values. This conception recalls the experience of living in a
second phase of Western modernity—a Post-modernity, one that includes memories and
experiences from the past and premonitions of the ‘what it is like to live, materially and
spiritually, in worlds that are not modern at all’ (Berman 1988, p. 17), a sense that we live
in two separate worlds simultaneously. This reflects my personal conception of my
identity as a macro example, which one could extend to Iranian society. In this respect,
todays’ Iranian society is living in a modern world, while at the same time holding its
spiritual and traditional values.

The traditional and new media also represent different visual qualities. For
example, the collages evoke the feeling of a transitional, unstable situation. The videos on

iPads show a paradoxical quality of the idea of secrecy and constant (Figure 19).

Figure 19 Detail form In-betweenness, 2015.
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The images continually change and move, however, all of them are limited in a
fixed frame. The pages from the book are separated from their original locations and are
attached on the wall without frames to recall the fragile quality of identity. Moreover, in
the nineteenth and twentieths centuries, Europeans and Americans brought some of the
Iranian manuscripts to the West and separated the pages to sell them to different
museums and collectors. Each page became a single, dislocated masterpiece that lost its
identify as a component of a book. To present ldea/ Fgo with reference to this historical
experience, I decided to open the books binding and present each page as a separate
work. Displaying works visually in this way represents the different aspects of a person’s
identity, individual and social aspects in a body of works. In addition, this way of
exhibiting the works reflects the concept of collective identity.

By opening the binding and displaying them together, I decode the layers and

question the ideas of secrecy and disclosure (Figure 20).
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Figure 20 From the second book.

Now the pages would not cover each other, and the viewer can look at all layers
simultaneously. However, these layers are not complete, as some of the pages are still in
the book, and if the viewers want to see all pages, they need to look into the book.
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Combining two different viewers’ experiences highlights the concept that identity is a
selection of different layers and that the person can decide to represent either. Whilst
opening the binding and removing some pages from the book and, at the same time,
having access to the rest of the book, challenges the concept of a constant timeline of
making artworks and experiencing different things. As a result, we would never be able to
see and understand all layers as they really are.

This manner of presentation aims to make the audience see the works altogether
while at the same time their eyes move between them. In each individual work (collage,
painting and video), I made compositions of different layers that fell next to and top of
one another. This does not stop until the viewers make another combination in their
minds. Different layers of each work will remain in their memory, and, by looking at the
works, the elements will form a new composition in their minds.

4.3. Ideal Ego

The title Ideal Ego refers to the quest of finding my identity within all the places,
time, culture, and feelings. Simply stated, Idea/ Fgo is an ideal image which everyone
imagines of his or her perfect self (Kanwal 1988, p. 5). This group of works developed
around the idea of taking a closer look at the world around me and at the same time

observing myself (Figure 21).
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Self-observation as one of the critical key methods in this research is also
reflected in the underlying concept of these works. According to the literature looking at
this conception, which originated with Freud (1921, cited in Kanwal 1988, p. 5), this ideal
ego is tightly connected with ‘self-observation, the moral conscience, the censorship of
dreams, and the chief influence in repression’. In this respect, these works, by
questioning ‘the prefect self’, convey different perceptions of self in relation to personal
and social issues.

Rooted in Chapter 1’s discussion about Iranian identity as a collective identity, 1
decided to use second-hand books (in English and Persian letters) as a medium for this
series. These books belonged to another person and were filled with the previous
owner’s dreams and ideas—a metaphor for the cultural heritage that belonged to the
previous generations. Cultural heritage is written into our subconscious selves and
becomes part of our character. We can cover or highlight our cultural heritage, but not
purify it; they influence us always. Also, the books convey their previous owners’
experiences and dreams, which are variably embedded in the words, colours, and lines.
They exist as hidden layers that incorporate elements of the cultural heritages of the
owner and the writer alike.

The reasons I chose these books from hundreds are the quality of their pages,
particularly their paper, which allows me to use different types of materials such as ink,
watercolour, gouache, acrylic, and coloured pencils on them. The titles of these books are
not important for me. I bought them in Tehran and chose an English one because for
Iranians Roman letters look like a texture. In the UK, I realised that everyone who looks
at my works also asks me whether the letters are related to my work or not. I even did
not read the pages while I was working on them. It was not important what was written
and the words did not affect me. After exhibiting the book pages in England and

discussing their issues and ideas with an English speaking audience, I repeated the
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experience on a Persian book. This book is a popular edition of Golestan (The Rose
Garden) by Sa‘di, written in 1258, which is one of the most influential books in Persian
literature. This experience aimed to change the perception of myself and my audience. I
aimed to identify the effect of the Persian text on the overlaying images on works and on
the non-Persian and Persian language audience including myself.

When I started to work on the Persian book, I faced the first challenge. It was so
hard for me to draw lines and paint on this book. I was too scared to destroy the book.
On the contrary, while I was working in the English books, destroying them was the last
thing on my mind. It was not a valuable book based on its subject matter or its price.
However, the Persian book is a landmark in Persian literature and this fact made drawing
on it hard for me. I grew up with the concept that the old Persian literature, including
this book, is part of my heritage and I have to respect it. Drawing on this book, for me,
means questioning its value. The second challenge was that I could not stop reading. The
words of the books distracted me and did not help my concentration solely on my visual
experience. It has been too hard to draw, paint, or collage on this book without being
influenced by their words. This made painting go slowly. One of the solution I found to
deal with this fear was to start to work on a page with adding a colour all over the page.
This helped me to ignore the words on the page, but the process almost destroyed the
paper before I could work with it.

Working in a book reminded me of the old Persian art of illustrating, miniatures.
Moreover, the books I worked in became disassembled in the same way that pages of
manuscripts are detached and spread out through different museums and collections.
This also recalled my journey abroad and that I have detached myself from my origin, the
society and land where I belong, and started an adventure. Artists usually illustrate
Persian literature books, especially the Sah-nama (The Book of Kings). These books were

usually produced for Kings in the court painting workshop and, because of this support,
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artists had access to high quality and expensive materials such as gold and silver.
Nowadays, gold remains as it was in the paintings, but the silver has oxidised and turned
black.

The colours that I used most in my works are red, turquoise, gold, silver, and
black (Figure 22). Red is the colour I used to express my feelings. It is the colour of
blood and violence, a symbol of the current situation of the Middle East and the
everyday phobia of an unstable situation that can cause a war or an economic collapse,
and the socio-political issues that Iranian society has experienced. Turquoise, gold, and
silver are the colours I borrowed from my Iranian heritage. Black is the silver that
became black after years. Black is the colour that I mostly could see around me in
Tehran, the colour most woman chose to wear, and the traditional colour of chador. In
addition, because of the air pollution in Tehran most days the city is grey. The visual
elements used in these books are borrowed from many different places and times are of
Iranian historical symbols, daily life, my visual memory, my old self-portraits and found

objects.
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Figure 22 Figure 16. From 1deal Ego series, second book, 2013-16.
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4.4. Fragmented Identity

Motivated by the Ideal Ego work, The Fragmented ldentity series examines different
scales and techniques and highlights my personal experience of moving from Iran to the
UK. Whereas the books were a visual diary for my everyday life, this body of work grew
out of looking in more depth at particular moments in the visual diary, in particular, the
photos I took previously when I visited historical sites in Iran and the images I took
during my trips between Iran and the UK. For example, the image of a plane window
which represents a modern theme of mobility from one place to another appears at this
time in my work. Moreover, in the collages I focused on the face and body. but in this
series I chose eyes, which attract attention more than other parts of the face. I emphasise
the eyes because, I believe, they are like a gate between the znside and outside of our body,
enabling movements between the two. Here, the body is a physical frame for us through
which we observe and experience the world. It also defines some limitations for us to
experience the world. Eyes are a metaphoric gate that facilitates moving between reality

and imagination (Figure 23).

Figure 23 Detail form Negotiation 3, 2074.
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Motifs and symbols from Iran’s culture and history appeared in my practice when I

moved to the UK (Figure24).

Figure 24 From Fragmented 2, 2015.

Their appearance, due to the manner in which they (symbols) can be both personal and
public, bridge from the individual into the social. These symbols provided a form to
highlight my individual identity as an Iranian (in the new society). I research into my past

127



to find some elements of social critique, elements which belong to memories from my
childhood, and my memory and experience of living in Iran. This process is similar to the
artworks in the Tehran Biennials which combined symbols and elements from Iranian
history and culture.

Some of the works presented under this title are diptych pieces. One completes
the narration of another, but they also have their own narration. In this series of work, I
have been more selective in choosing and keeping the layers of different symbols and
images. Self-portrait is used in the works to highlight the question of identity. ‘Portrait, by
its very nature, reflects the emotions and actions of its specific subject, and its subject
alone. It also does not engage with universality and the focus remains squarely on the
named individuals who are represented’ (Mullins 2008, p. 8). This stands in contrast with
Iranian modern artists who did not use self-portrait in the representation of their Iranian
identity. The artists used social and cultural symbols that represented the Iranian identity,
reflecting the closeness between artists and society and in establishing a collective
identity. Their works combined all elements to come up with one unified homogeneous
identity. In contrast, my works have a centre, myself, around which a number of dynamic
layers of the Iranian visual heritage revolve. This might arise from the new world(s) we
live in. Contrary to the traditional material and cultural boundaries of our world, there is
the virtual world which enjoys boundary looseness. The latter is a world of individuality
where subjects have more freedom in the formation of singular identities. The individuals
are thus more conscious of the elements they try to combine in the construction of their
identity and the way they want to be perceived. Nonetheless, the traditional boundaries
of the collective identity cannot be completely ignored, but they become less restrictive
of the individuals’ freedom of choice due to the bordetless new world we live in.

A self-portrait is a significant element of the new borderless world that reveals

part of our identity. Covering the face of the portrait while keeping her eyes for
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observation metaphorically represents the movement to a new place. When the subject
moves to a new location with little knowledge about language and culture, it is only her
eyes that are the primary focus of observation. By covering her face, she becomes less
visible to outsiders but still able to watch them quietly and eagerly. It hides the unique
individual so that observers can identify with the portrait. The eye contact with the
portrait penetrates the psyche of the observers. They may start looking at themselves to

see what is in them 