[
d Iffe re nt New Perspectives in
as Contemporary Iranian Art

Editor
Hossein Amirsadeghi

Essays
Hamid Keshmirshekan

Mark Irvi
Thames & Hudson Ar?tﬁorf;'[n)%wney



>
()
=
2
o
(=)
>
(=,
o
e
—-—
=
<C

Diasporic Communities
and Global Networks:
The Contemporaneity
of Iranian Art Today

The distinction between the so-called ‘Occident’ and ‘Orient” has
often been staged around issues of representation and the inevitably
thorny subject of culture. Who gets to represent whom and in

what manner has been, from at least the 17th century onwards, a
source of often rancorous debate and critical contention. In 1978,
Edward Said traced the accumulative effect that these historical
representations had had on the West's perception and subsequent
understanding of the Middle East. Said’s argument was relatively
radical: the production of systems of knowledge that secured the
West's imaginative command’ over the Middle East, he proposed,
went hand in hand with Western economic interests in those
territories. Although a highly contentious argument at the time,
today the essence of his thesis is widely accepted: Western systems
of representation, collectively assembled and disseminated under
the aegis of ‘Orientalism’, set up a binary relationship between West
and East whereby the definition of the latter as irredeemably ‘other’
and exotic rendered it the passive object of knowledge-gathering and
thereafter a source of wealth-extraction.

Western images of the Orient produced throughout the 18th
and 19th centuries had a number of connotations, not least the notion
of a localized population who lived in a ‘timeless hinterland that
thrived on religious atavism, cultural intolerance, political extremism
and tribal militarism, if not overt barbarism. The Orient, unlike the
Occident, could not escape the past and therefore could not progress
into modernity. Artistic production from the region was therefore seen

in terms of craftsmanship and, in aesthetic terms, predominantly
looking towards historical ideals as opposed to the present. Such
views, far from abating with time, have proved remarkably durable
and are inextricably linked to a strategy that sought to homogenize
whole regions rather than examine the particularity and uniqueness
of cultural production from individual areas. What was required
(and is still required today) was an approach that examines the
historical contexts and contemporary ambivalences of cultural
output in particular countries rather than forms of neo-Orientalist
reductiveness and conceptual abbreviation. All of which brings us to
the relatively unique case of modern-day Iran

If we put to one side the blinkered view of the Middle East
as a mono-cultural and monolithic force, the suggestion that
contemporary Iranian cultural production is predominantly inward-
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