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BY ANTHONY DOWNEY

The revolution started with small streams and suddenly the small streams came
together and it became like a huge river. | went to the streets of Tehran and
started photographing. —Abbas

The Iranian revolution in 1979 saw the departure of Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the
Shah of Iran and its ruler for thirty-eight years, and the return, after fourteen years
in exile, of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. The revolution, exactly three decades
ago this year, is considered by many today to be one of the key moments—
notwithstanding the protests and other events following last June’s elections in
Iran—in the history of the Middle East. Alongside the Iranian hostage crisis (which
lasted from November 1979 to January 1981), it was also a significant factor in the
souring of political relations between the West and Iran. Ignominiously included
in George W. Bush's somewhat arbitrary but nonetheless incendiary “axis of evil,”
and internationally demonized for its ambitions to be a nuclear state, Iran has
become something of a pariah nation in the years since the revolution.

An estimated six million Iranians turned up to greet Ayatollah Khomeini on that
fateful day in 1979 and, although economic downturn and a disastrous war with
Irag were to follow, the initial sense of euphoria within the country was undoubted.
The Iranian photographer Abbas, previously known for his photojournalism
in Biafra and Vietnam, caught not only the events surrounding the ayatollah's
arrival but those leading up to it and the ominous signs of the repression that
was to follow, including a photograph of the executed ex-Prime Minister Amir
Abbas Hoveyda and a prescient image of an ammunition belt with a photograph
of Ayatollah Khomeini attached to it.






