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‘In my work I ask the question, how do you say a lot with very little?  

Even though it is very specific, I want it to be meaningful to everyone.’
Born in Qazvin, Iran in 1957, Shirin Neshat went to America when she was 17 to complete her education.  The Iranian Revolution and subsequent overthrow of Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi’s regime intervened, and she did not return to her home country until 1990.  Since then she has returned annually.  The works that have resulted from her migrations are both a profound reflection on her own dislocation, living between two cultures, and meditations on universal themes of gender, sexuality, and cultural identity.  Two video installations, Turbulent and Soliloquy, have been selected by the artist for the Festival exhibition at the Fruitmarket Gallery.

In Gallery One at ground level, Turbulent  starts with a performance of a lyrical, Iranian love song, by a male singer to an auditorium of his peers.  Singer and audience are clad in pristine, white shirts; the ballad is achingly beautiful; and at the end of the performance the audience applauds appreciatively.  As their applause dies a woman, dressed in black, performs a ‘song’ of wails and calls.  She sings to an empty auditorium, and at the end of her performance there is silence.  Her song is emotive, powerful and raw, yet the male audience on the opposite wall stare towards her blankly.

Given information enhances our understanding of the piece: the man’s song is based on a 13th century Sufi poem by Jalal ed-Din Rumi about Divine love; the woman’s song is performed by its composer, Sussan Deyhim, a frequent collaborator on Neshat’s projects.  Most importantly, Turbulent comments on Shiite Muslim laws which prohibit women from singing in public, thus the empty auditorium and the blank stares of the male audience take on a new significance.

Neshat recalls that the idea came from an encounter in Istanbul with a young, blind girl trying to earn a living by singing on a street corner.  Her reaction to this girl’s plight, singing without an audience, was informed by her knowledge of Muslim law, but Turbulent communicates to an international audience through traditional and simple devices: the men are opposed to the lone woman; black is opposed to white; words are opposed to sounds; the romantic, lyrical beauty of the man’s song is the polar opposite of the expressive beauty of the woman’s wails.  The work has been shown widely to Western audiences, often unaware of the culture on which Neshat is making comment, yet the audience is drawn into the work by the powerful emotion of the song.

Winner of the Golden Lion Award at the Venice Biennale in 1999, Turbulent  was the first in a trilogy of video installations which explored the divisions between men and women in Iranian culture.  Soliloquy (1999), Neshat’s first colour film, is a separate project, and its origins are more personal.  The films are dedicated to the memories of Neshat’s father and her young cousin who died shortly before filming began.  Throughout there is a sense of mourning for these individuals, set within an exploration of broader themes.

As before, the viewer is positioned between parallel projections, yet, whereas there is a sense of tension and confrontation in Turbulent, the effect of the choreographed narratives in Soliloquy is markedly different.

The camera pans across the ancient, hillside town of Mardin in Southern Turkey, and across the industrial, modern city-sprawl of Albany in the USA.  It comes to rest on a minaret and a tower-block, anchoring the two images.  On each screen the same woman, played by Neshat, dressed in black, is seen from behind, standing at a window.  The camera circles, revealing her face.  In the Eastern scene the woman turns, walks downstairs and along a sunlit passage.  She is alone, except for one seated figure, and as she reaches the doorway leading to a courtyard she turns towards us - or more accurately to her alter -ego - apparently inviting her to follow.

Echoing this sequence, the other woman runs down a corridor, and drives to a station; she is greeted by a mass of people moving uniformly up escalators.  Isolated within the moving crowd she watches the other screen, where the courtyard has been transformed: seen in memory it is bathed in bright light, with children playing in pools of water and waterfalls.  The shot merges into a dream of a young boy, his body covered with calligraphy, writhing slowly on the dusty ground.  Back in the present the woman walks across the now-empty courtyard to look through a barred window.

The stories develop in tandem, the tension between East and West matched by the soundtrack as it builds up to a climactic pitch.  The woman in the East takes her place within a large circle of women who sway and keen, swarming into a tight knot, until she breaks free and runs up some stairs.  Reaching the roof of the building she sits overlooking the dome of a Mosque and bathes her face, pouring water repeatedly over her head in a ritual of cleansing or healing.  Her Western counterpart runs into an austere, monumental building - a church - however she is excluded from the closed circle of worshippers, and eventually she is left alone, seated at the back of an anonymous room. In the last scene both women run again, one through the warm golds and oranges of the Eastern landscape towards a distant range of mountains, the other dwarfed by a massive, oppressive wall, towards a closed vista.

Subtle and allusive, the imagery in these films suggests many possible interpretations.  Throughout there is a sense that Neshat is watching herself, and as an audience we are caught between the silent communication between the women, and their shared emotions.

Soliloquy  is, in part, autobiographical: its rhythm between inertia and restless movement conjuring up the emotions of loss and grief.  These emotions may refer to Neshat’s personal loss of two family members, but also more broadly to her rootlessness, her identity belonging to both cultures, and yet to neither. It is telling that the only passage where she seems truly at ease is the remembered images of children playing in the water-filled courtyard, and so there is the further loss of that idealised moment.  The open-ended narrative transcends her individual experience though, making it clear that this is part of a larger story; a quest for physical and spiritual belonging which continues beyond the time-frame of the video.

Neshat trained as a painter, and after graduating from the University of California she moved to New York, and ran an experimental, multidisciplinary exhibition space in SoHo.  Contact with the diverse artists and approaches increased her confidence that she too ‘has something to say’, but the crucial influence seems to have been her return to Iran in 1990.

Earlier works responded to her conflicting feelings of returning to a home which she could no longer recognise.  Working in black and white photography, Neshat focused on the Chador, or veil, worn by women under Islamic law, and (to Western eyes) a visible sign of the oppression of women in Iran.  Her self-portraits wearing the Chador, challenged any simplistic stereotyping, highlighting the complexity and ambivalence of such a contentious symbol.

The switch to video came in the late 1990s, and Neshat acknowledges that her focus ‘is less directly political than the earlier pieces… it strives to be more philosophical and poetic.’  

She thinks of her works as ‘visual, more sculptural and photographic than a regular film’, yet her installations share many of the qualities of film.  In a recent interview she was invited to talk about qualities which she admired in other directors’ work: her response could equally well describe her own films:

What interests me are the poetics and the use of metaphors…one must read between the lines to catch the full effect.Specifically, she spoke of her admiration of Iranian director Abbas Kiarostami, saying: His films are culturally specific but he doesn’t feed a fashionable curiosity about Islam.  They are journeys, narratives and though they are in one way specific to Iran they are also universal.

The change from still photography to film marks an increasing complexity and depth in her work; and it invites more thoughtful and active participation from the viewer.  Over a given space of time twin narratives unfold, drawing us in and engaging our attention.  Typically Neshat uses allegory and lyrical techniques which evade a single reading.  Her stories are full of poetic imagery, often ambiguous, but deeply suggestive and resonant: most importantly, they are open-ended, inviting speculation and imagination on the part of the viewer.  The subtle choreography of images across the viewer’s space adds further complexities, and her installations bear several viewings simply to take in the richness of the imagery.

The fact that Neshat’s works so successfully transcend the specifics of culture and place owes much to her regular collaboration with a group of Iranian artists working in New York.  In particular, the beauty of the cinematography (by Ghasem Ibrahimian),  each frame a perfect composition, has an emotional impact beyond words.  For similar reasons Neshat avoids speech or dialogue, preferring to communicate through the musical scores, created by Sussan Deyhim.  Neshat is clear about the importance of this element, saying: 

For me it [the score] is giving a voice to the picture.  Music intensifies the emotional quality of the film…the voice is the human soul, accentuating both the narrative and the visual parts…and there is no language in these films.  Music replaces all that… I feel as though it becomes completely primal and non-culturally attached, which is the something in-between that is for me the most authentic, and universal.
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