My assignment today is to give you an introduction to the endeavors of Iranian female artists after the revolution. Let me point out that this is a big assignment. Imagine giving an introduction to the works of American female artists in the last 30 years? Clearly, there are many problems with what we are attempting.  I do not say this to make excuses. However, I am not an art historian, or an art critic. I will talk about my experience as an Iranian artist, clearly female  and of working after the revolution. I will also discuss how I perceive the development of the cultural drifts in Iran and women’s role in shaping them. I think you have heard the familiar artists saying, “if the artists knew how to write or to speak, they would rather do something else, artists are artists because they can speak better through image, form, moving pictures, performance, than through articulation of words”. Thus, I will try to accomplish the goals of my introduction through presentation of visual materials, which will also serve to fill the silent moments that my non-art historian, non-art critic profession creates.    The point I made about the difficulty of today’s assignment serves to illustrate that the works of Iranian female artists after the revolution are incredibly diverse. 

I think in order to better understand the condition and appearances of this artwork; a reference to the historical heritage of Iranian art may be useful. For most people, discussion of Iranian art usually bring to their minds the art of the Persian miniature, the best examples of which are the pages of illuminated manuscripts which date back to the 12th century. However, the history of painting in Iran dates long before this time. Evidence of this can be seen in surviving pottery shards and cave paintings, dating to about 8000 BC.  Furthermore art from the era of the establishment of the Aechemenid dynasty frescos and glazed tiles date back to the 5th Century BC, and remain shining examples on display at the Louvre Museum. In 330 BC, following the invasion of Persia by Alexander of Macedonia, the Celeucid Dynasty was established; Celeucid was the result, a kind of fusion in the arts of two separate civilizations. In the work of this period we can see the influence of Greek art or Hellenism and this trend continued even in the works created during the Arsacid Dynasty in the mid 3rd century BC. Through these examples we can see that the tradition of wall frescos are older than that of manuscript illumination and the art of the Persian miniature. 

With the Arab invasion there were no manuscripts and no visual works of art created for two centuries. After the invasion and victory of the Mongols the importance of fresco paintings diminished in comparison to manuscript illumination. It again comes to garner attention during the Safavid era, in the 12th century AD, when we come across the most shining examples of color and design in the miniature style of painting. This trend continues until the 17th century and makes up the most exquisite collection of the various museums around the world. Beginning in the 17th century European art and painting have an affect on the Persian art; this trend will continue through the end of the 19th century, at which time Western art is emulated by Iranian artists. In the first half of the 20th century a group of Iranian students, living in Europe, returned to Iran and the inception of modern art begins in Iran (around 1947). Its presence has continued until today. After the revolution there was a five-year cessation in the activities reltated to arts, at which point old artists began to work alongside a new generation of revolutionary artists. During the past ten years some very important and diverse international exhibitions have been held at the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Arts, which has become notably active under its new management. 

Today Iranian cinema has attracted the attention of a Western audience that previously was interested in the classical Iranian art. Similarly, a fraction of Iranian female artists, like Shirin Neshat or Shirazeh Houshiary have gained global fame though a narrower and higher cultured audience. Very specific styles of Iranian arts have become the representatives of contemporary Iranian arts in the world. I refer to them nominally as minimalism in the Cinema and a kind of feminist-postmodern art in new arts. However, the arts of these filmmakers and visual artists do not necessarily represent the cultural drift inside Iran. 

Let me make my remarks within two frameworks: First, is what these female artists are doing to art as it is perceived in Iran and how do they transform the social and ideological structure of the Iranian society?  Secondly, the framework of the relation between their artwork and Western art movements, as well as their significance, if any, for the cultural drift in the West that is gaining global hegemony. Within these two frameworks we can look at three arbitrarily classified art movements by female artists after the revolution. The dividing lines here are not necessarily drawn along temporal dimension of generations. I will refer to them as three groups of female artists.

Around thirty years ago a battle took place within the Iranian artists working in the context of the revolution; the battle concerned the relative primacy of cultural versus political revolt. In early 1978, the political revolt took priority, as did the subject matter of painting, due to the fact that both the revolution and the war were extremely male oriented. The first group of female artists working in this atmosphere were highly ideologically and politically motivated. However, they only constituted a small fraction of the dominantly male artists making propagandist art. Art became the instrument to depict the values, suffering and pride of the masses. The question had been simmering for some time, from 1970: a decade before the revolution when the third world version of the Marxist-Leninists ideology dominated the works of the some artists. After the revolution, the Islamic ideology entered the scene, influencing heavily the visual arts. Hence, a large bulk of political-propagandist art was produced. Today’s women did not exist in the works of the painters of the revolutionary era and if they did, it was in the form of a mother, sister, or martyr. Woman who were suffering the hardships of war were the ones that were portrayed. As an exception to this absence, the image of women was a main subject in the ideologically driven artworks of the few female leftist artists. In the works of these female artists, women were depicted as the forerunners of a revolt for justice, in mass. They were also depicted as centrists, powerful, joyous, and conquering. However, this trend was minor and did not become a movement like that of the feminist-leftist art in the West. 

Little by little, on the left, a cleansing of the ideology took place. The religious revolutionary ideology continued to over shadow the production of artworks; this ideology expanded greatly and was transformed to a governmental tool. Wall painting was created as the characteristic genre of this period.  The same artists and a few in younger artists practice with a similar vision today, but it is not the dominant style and has become peripheral. 

The second group of female artists, whose works I arbitrarily associate with are artists practicing modern-abstract art or a kind of formalism. This group made a major change in Iranian perception of arts when they revolted against “official art”. These modern artists made deeper connections with the artistic global experiences (especially after the Iran-Iraq war, when the relation with the Western world was resumed). In Iran artists were engaged in producing transgressive artifacts, knocking down the traditional view of arts. These artworks did have a disruptive effect, and ultimately an ecstatic effect on the Iranian audience.  However, these artworks still confront criticism on the question of “what is art, and what is not?” -even for artists in the modern abstract school. In this sense the arts’ audience in Iran may be over 60 years behind the arts audience in the Western world. At the same time, a great number of modern abstractionist artists are more or less able to make a living only through practicing art. This phenomenon  applies to women artists. In explaining this situation three elements have to be noticed. The first is social and political and the second and third stem from Iranian visual and cultural roots. 

The revolution had a certain energy. An energy coming from a sense of revolt and those people who went through the intense experience of revolution, continued to search for the emotions of ecstasy, euphoria and disorder. Public life after the revolution turned out to be dark, colorless, and suppressive. During the death-ridden atmosphere after the revolution and throughout the war period, arts became a vital way for escape. Moreover, practicing modern art would induce the modernist emotions associated with the death of reason- ecstasy, irony, anarchy, and despair, or the emotions of revolution. Women who were subject to a double suppression began practicing modern arts in greater numbers than men. Among the students of visual arts, the number of female students increased to the current level in many art schools. For example Azad University female population went from 50 to 70% of the student body. One may say that the Islamic regime was not sensitive to the modern arts, in their abstract form. This is the complexity of the rupture effect of modern artworks as transgressive artifacts. The modernist artist grapples with a less identifiable layer of mind, through form, which I think has a very solvent effect on the reifined concepts through deployment of transgressive artifacts: the modern artworks. 

Second, is the difference of the Iranian historical heritage of visual arts: tiling, carpet arts, calligraphy and even early miniatures. The Islamic arabesques and the style of tiling and carpeting clearly have strong harmony with abstract modern art. One can go as far as to say that they are abstract.   

Third, literature or more accurately- poetry has always had hegemony in the Iranian cultural production. In the Iranian classical poetry there is a special sort of formalism and abstraction. The Iranian mindset was thus ready for connection through purification of form with deeper feelings, which are a major characteristic of modern arts.

At the same time the modern artists’ works were produced in this cultural mindset. As a result, a certain lyricism in abstract art has emerged that makes these artworks unique, original, and gives them an Iranian disposition. I think it is the presence of a lyric trait and a sort of hidden spirituality in contemporary modern art visible in painting, sculpture, and architecture, that gives it the potential to contribute to the modern art repertory in the world. I have to say that after the revolution specifically the modern painters had struggled to sever visual arts from literature. In my view women artists had gained greater achievements in this effort.  In men’s modern artworks, symbols in literature were transformed to symbols in painting. Men retold the literary narrative through the visual language. Women instead, absorbed (consciously or unconsciously) the lyricism and transformed it to a unique cultural aspect, the link was less obvious but more profound.  

The third group of female artists in Iran are those whose works have a great affinity with what loosely has been recognized as feminist postmodern art in the West. These female artists are usually between 20 and 35 and clearly are more attracted to the new forms of art production, such as installation, video art, or performance. Those works are not necessarily post modern, as sometimes a meaning does establish itself and the process is not always inducing a never-ending question in the audience while the work unfolds. 

Their work is certainly innovative and transgressive in the Iranian society. They do search for a new language; one may say a feminine voice in their work. Womanhood, a female experience, and a female performance are central themes in most of their works. I do not know how innovative their work would be if we want to look at them at a global stage. But the environment from which their works nourish, an enviroment of Islamic patriarchy, it is certainly unique. Shirin  Neshat’s work is also nourished and inspired from this environment. But there is one great difference between the works of the artists that I am referring to and that of Shirin Neshat. Neshat’s work, the work of an outsider (not to Iran, but to the post-revolution Iran) in search of meaning in the social organization of that society. Outsider who to seek to understand woman-man relation in today Iranian society, the Islamic concept of martyrdom, as well as concepts of closeness, distance and identity. These are specific to her situation as an artist living in exile.  The works of young artists in Iran is the result of day-to-day artists’ grappling with the boundaries imposed on the Iranian woman within the Institutional form of Islamic patriarchy.  The arts of all these artists are political and independent of whether they embrace this association or not. 

Let me site some examples, real plastic mannequins of the sort displayed in the shops’ windows in Tehran wrapped in very glistening color veils, representing a sort of kitsch art in the space of the museum.  As you know, women wear the black chadors

in Iran and there seem to be very little color in public life. Hence, for the Iranian audience these mannequins that were to be an ironic representation, have a double meaning. They become visually pleasant for the Iranian audience, so much deprived from exposing color. Celebrating fashion, contrary to the Western society, becomes a radical act. It becomes a revolt against the values of a consumer society, and revolt against a culture, obsessed with death and its ironic disgust with the material world as two very contradictory impulses can be seen in this work. I want to go a step further than saying that it’s meaning solely depends on the audience. This contradictory appearance is the strength of the work and it’s contradiction that many people do feel in an Islamic society like Iran.  The specific form of suppression of beauty and female seduction gives rise to a desire for even the most superficial representations of beauty. 

In another work, “What do I share with Roudabe and …”,  the artist is exposing her process of giving birth to her child. The subject of the work may remind us of Judy Chicago’s  “Birth Project.” However, the work is very different, in the sense that it is not a glorification of womanhood, and it does not follow an essentialist approach. Quite to the contrary, it is exposing the female experience of giving birth as mundane, and demystifies it.  Showing this experience in a realistic form, has a great rupture effect on an audience that always had looked to the female experience of giving birth as a mysterious, scary, and untouchable happening, like an act of god, but better described like a witchcraft.   The alienated experience of giving birth, the flesh and blood, the woman body is unveiled, one may say, with a hope to neutralize such an encounter.

A work, which gained the artist the first prize at the DAKA Biennale, comes closer to the current cultural drift of postmodern art in the West. The message is not direct. In fact it is cool art and the artist is not directing the audience into inferring a meaning from the work.  In the first glance, an expectation for revolt against the situation is born in the audience.  A girl is on the screen on the floor, asking for help and a woman from the above (the screen on the ceiling) lending a helping hand. Both are women, and both are veiled. There is no disparity between the two, except that one is situated below, and the other is located above, or outside, if we want to imagine that one is inside a well.  The woman outside, is older, it can be a mother-daughter relation, or simply an older woman concerned to help the younger. The older woman may be representing an older generation, who has been less subjected to the suppressions at this time, worried for the fate of the younger generation. We can also ignore the age difference, and see it only as an expression of women solidarity. It may also be seen as a deliberate abandonment of the display of man-woman relations, which has been the focus in narrating hierarchical orders and trying to convey the difference of the nature of the relationship if it were between women. The movement does not stop here, and what I have referred to, is one of the possible interpretations of the work. Rather, the work is created to continue through these movements. It is through its gaps, contradictions, and oscillations rather than unraveling the enigma that one should see the work.

Another work, which somewhat resembles the “Histoire des Robes” By Annette Messager, the artist is narrating her personal as well as collective historical memory, through performing in a dress. The dress pattern is composed of silk-screen images collected from her family albums, photos in daily newspapers on the Iran-Iraq war, public street hangings of criminals convicted of murder and rape, Ashura religious ritual in the City of Bam, and so on. A necklace composed of objects such as portrait of Islamic icons, ceramic cockroaches, and birds adorn a mannequin wearing the dress, installed on top of a rotating pedestal covered by a Plexiglas enclosure, in the museum, after the performance. The objects are attached to the mannequin in a manner reminiscent of religious shrines. In this work as well, the meaning does not establish itself and continuously unfolds. The work induces a sense of nostalgia, despair and irony. 

A final work, presents a duel meaning of veil as a symbol of masking, oppression and suffering on the one hand, and a symbol of liberation by opening the way into the public sphere for women in the Islamic world on the other, is explored. At the same time, it is an investigation of the subjugation of the female body, to the extent that the body is replaced by the veil, and the veil takes a life of its own, and itself becomes the public presence of the woman.  

The works of female Muslim artists working in the rich North Atlantic countries or Europe, such as Neshat or Mona Hatoum, have been highly acknowledged in the West, which is still by far the dominant market for arts. However, female artists who work in Iran and whose works tackle similar concerns arising from marginalization of women in an Islamic patriarchy and the way women fight back and survive in such conditions have not appreciated any such recognition at the international level. I think this situation needs some explanation. 

Works of artists working in Iran is not always presented with a professional quality. The work of these artists is not well polished for the final presentation. We have a great problem in the logistics. The Tehran Museum of Contemporary art, in recent years has made tremendous efforts to represent the work of Iranian artists’ in the world. It has made substantial investments and has organized many collective exhibitions and biennials in Tehran. However, representing this body of work at a world level needs further investment and involvement of, perhaps, private sponsors. But the problem does not end here. Contemporary arts are as much dependent on the artwork as they are on the theory accompanying the artwork. The work flourishes and develops by being critiqued.  There are very few critics in Iran who are professionally engaged in art-critique. Likewise there are very few art magazines.

However, the second and the third hindrances of acknowledgement of Contemporary Iranian arts is more profound and at a level that needs more than investment and human expertise to be addressed. These are cultural hindrances.  The second problem is the fascination of the Iranian society with the West, Europe, and rich North Atlantic countries. This fascination and search for a model for progress in arts and sciences has penetrated the Iranian mind to the extent that it abandons its forms of cultural expression in the search for fusion in the Western cultural drifts. This phenomena sometimes yield to discontinuities in art traditions and are especially threatening to the arts in marginalized. The artists, art schools and art critics in Iran should become more knowledgeable about the traditions of their own culture to provide the means for continuity.  This is not to say that Iranian artists should reproduce miniature paintings or try to make modern miniatures by new technological means. This is one possibility.  An artist should use her own voice in expressing the infinite cultural aspects that she grapples with.    In this manner the artists would evolve new responses to new challenges that are at the same time culturally very unique. 

The third hindrance is the other side of the second problem. The art fields traditionally are supposed to be the most open and inclusive arena of every culture. Modernism and then postmodernism repelled the traditional and conservative, shattering exclusive forms of culture.  They arose with the promise to transgress the matrices of aesthetic production as a part in a greater context of cultural production, and social organization and to promote greater diversity and acceptance of plurality of artistic expression. Hence, one of the most important contributions of modernism and further postmodernism in arts was to transgress the categorical boundaries of low culture and high culture, and what is art and what is not. Postmodernism, like modernism, is creating a style at the same time of deconstructing a style.  In this sense modernism was, and postmodernism is, shattering the other forms of artistic expression. This happens in the very form of artistic expression. In this way the artistic productions in other cultures are marginalized and appreciated only as Folklore. They have to be absorbed and reshaped into the current dominant forms of artistic expression in the West. Only the artworks that look at the other not from within, but from outside, are appreciated. This indicates that a culture in which different is only appreciated as exotic, and not as a part of the global dominant cultural drift. For me, this situation raises a question of seriousness of modernism and postmodernism as well as questions about inclusiveness, plurality, cultural diversity, and deconstruction of forms that shape hierarchical orders. I think inclusiveness and acceptance are forms of cultural expressions and an important venue for resisting co-option into a flat, hegemonic cultural structure and yielding to the old guard. 
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