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In the past four decades, very few exhibitions of Iranian art have
been shown in Canada. Of these, most have focused on historical
Iranian art or have been presented within the spitit of intercultural
exchange.

What distinguishes this pairing of exhibitions, Ciphers and Gender
and Exposure, is the thoughtful contextualisation given to contem-
porary Irantan photography. In fact, these exhibitions are a first-
of-their- kind in Canada, perhaps even in North America. Viewed
through the lens of one curator, Andrea Fitzpatrick, each exhibi-
tion allows for a very distinct curatorial vision. Ciphers (presented at
SAW Gallery in Ottawa) and Gender and Exposare (shown at Gallery
44 in Toronto) should thus be seen as two conceptually different
but complementary exhibitions. For many of us in North Ameti-
ca, finding out that Iran was at the forefront of technological art,
invested from its inception, in lens-based art, is quite a discoverty:
Discovering, in addition, the gteat diversity of styles and concerns
specific to these twelve Iranian artists is illuminating. Ciphers focuses
on the reinterpretation of long-standing cultural traditions in Iran.
Gender and Exposure examines the complex nature of gender issues
and perceptions across cultural boundaries. Gender codes and clas-
sifications have undergone immense shifts throughout all cultures
in the past century. Attempting to decipher these, cross-culturally, is
no small challenge but all the mote impottant as we try to bridge the
gaps. Gender and Exposure allows a glimpse into conceptions of gen-
der, both masculine and feminine, from women in coffee shops, or
staged in codified poses, to men practising traditional wrestling and

bodybuilding, or simply spending time telaxing among friends, Both

exhibitions assemble some of the finest artists [ran has to offer and
yet, with the exception of Sadegh Tirafkan, none of these artists’
wortks have ever been seen in Canada.

. Por Ciphers, Andrea Fitzpatrick transformed SAW Gallery into a

jewel box, painting the walls from tones of petiwinkle blue to deep

| carnelian in order to enhance the presentation of the works. The

result is a densely atticulated ensemble where artists hold centre stage
within their sections while at the same time responding to a complex

- interplay of voices. In complete contrast to this, the cutator capital-

ised on the cool white cube aesthetic for the Gallery 44
show; the larger format images fitting nicely within this
more contemporary idiom.

These intelligent modes of installation enhance the work
of such artists as Sadegh Tirafkan, whose Multitide se-
ries (SAW) assemble richly textured images, harkening
back to the long tradition of all-over rug patterns. Here,
though, the pixels and knots intertwine, uncovering a dy-
namic, contemporary and deeply human Iran. The am-
plitude of his Zoorkhanel seties (Gallery 44) demanded a
more minimalist hanging, one that is all the more efficient
for being presented in dialogue with Abbas Kowsari’s
Maseulinity A series. Much has already been written about
Amirali Ghasemi’s groundbreaking Coffee Shop [adies so 1
will focus here instead on his Chosse Your Background se-
ries, for which SAW Gallery’s new Ottawa commission
made use of Canada’s Parliament Buildings as backdrop.
‘The subsequent, performed images substituted different
figures to various settings and thus critiqued current art
matket values. At the same time, these wete a pretext for
interchange, not to mention some levity, between the lo-
cal art scene and Ghasemi.

In a different vein, Raheleh Saneie, a young Ottawa-based
artist, uses a2 modest and intimate format for Fslab, which
15 both the title of her video and, as I discovered, a depila-
tory practice that is specific to the Middle East—there-
fore all the mote mesmerising to Western audiences. The
repetitive movements seem at first purposeless until the
act of threading finally reveals itself. Is there no more
intimate and yet universal gesture than this?

Jalal Sepehr’s Yazd seties also brings Tranian cultural heri-

tage to the fore, interjecting images of rugs in a variety
of unwonted places. There is one image in particular,
where a rug is seen floating just beneath the oculus of a
dome. Such a powerful image, one of compelling beauty,
at once touching our gaze and our intellect. Many of the
artists in both exhibitions seem to play on the unusual,
the strange and the absurd. Samira Eskandarfar’s videos
offer a subtle glimpse into a different Iran, a world of in-
timacy and interpersonal relationships, but one where the
obvious is forever escaping the observer. Prevailing here
is an otherworldly aesthetic, stringing together ludicrous
narratives, coveting and uncovering the mystifyingly deep
layers of human psychic incarnations.

Finally, emerging artist Zeinab Salarvand’s Interior/ Excterr-
or (Google Maps) seties stand out by juxtaposing scales and
senses of place, oscillating between the quotidian and the
global. Profoundly moving images, these portraits with-
out figures display two very different logics of the trace,
the macrocosmic and the mictocosmic. A fitting juncture
at which to end this exploration, one that opens onto the

promise of others to come... B

Frandne Dagenars
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1- Raheleh Saneie, Eslak (2012), video screen shor,
SAW Gallery, Ottawa, Canada.
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2- Zeinab Salarvand, Uniitled, from Tnterior/Exterior
(Goagle Maps) series, 50x36 cm, archival pigment print on
ultra-smooth paper, Gallery 44, Toronto, Canada.
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