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SONIA BALASSANIAN

Balassanian
most recent
works of art in an installation
entitled Black Black Days at
Franklin Furnace
solo

onia
S sented her

major
since her 1980
/er Gallery, during
je crisis, when she
political  collages
evolutionary Iran.
, Balassanian, while
) to be concerned
cal themes, has ex-
v means of expres-
rrecent installation,
N has moved away
~vo-dimensional and
NOrK On an environ-
le, looming and om-
a nightmare about

this new direction,
>k Days has many

This is her

show at the

pre-

homeland,

exhibition

That was the year of the
Shah’s ouster and marked a
watershed in Balassanian’'s
artistic career. At that time her
abstract paintings failed to ex-
press the new reality of the
artist’'s life in the United
States, and so she began the
collages which bombarded
the viewer with myriads of is-
sues and images familiar from
the news media coverage of
revolutionary lIran. Since her
collages, Balassanian’s work
has become much more fo-
cused, using only a few pow-
erful symbols and the color

black to create an environ-
mental tribute to death, the
omnipresent political reality in
the Middle East.

As one approaches Franklin
Furnace from the street, the
first disquieting element is a
baby carriage precariously
suspended from invisible ny-
lon threads in the large front
window. The carriage is empty
and so are seven tall black cof-
fins leaning against the wall
next to each other in the nar-
row front entrance area. The
viewer is forced to pass near
these unnaturally long and
gaping coffins. They are too
narrow in relation to their
height; no adult could fit into
them and for a chld the coffins
are too long. Their surface tex-
ture is also unusual; they have
rock-like veining and the
sheen of polished stone. Bal-
assanian carefully achieved
this effect by applying over
the wooden coffins layers of
gesso, modeling paste, and
black acrylic paint, which she
buffed and covered with shel-
lac. She wanted the coffins to
look as harsh and uninviting
as the stark reality of death
facing so many in the Middle
East.

Beyond the coffins, in the |

middle area, one comes upon

something unexpected: a blue |

tiled octagonal pool with two
goldfish swimming in the wa
ter and potted ivy around the
pool. Such pools and garden
are common in
Iranian houses
ary for
and eat fruit in their gardens in

families to

weather. Despite this protec-
tion, all the pictures look wea-
thered and desolate. What is
curious is that all the photo-
graphs, which are actually Xer-
oxes, depict the same woman,
wearing a black scarf that con-
ceals her hair. This woman is
the artist Sonia Balassanian.
What does this loaded im-
agery mean? Incongruous de-
tails, such as the artist’s refer-
ence to herself as being dead,
emphasize the surreal and
nightmarish feeling of the in-
stallation. Although the cof-
fins are very powerful, they are
neither accurate nor relevant
to the burial practices in Iran,
where the dead are wrapped in
a white shroud and interred
without a coffin. Balassani-
an’s selection of objects is
not meant to be literal nor do-
cumentary. The idea for the in-
stallation evolved over a year
beginning in 1981, when she
made her first coffin. Each ob-
ject surfaced in her creative
imagination during all the
months of emotional turmoil
and depression over the deter-
iorating conditions in Iran and
her inability to resolve her
emotional ties with her home-
land. News about death de- ,
struction, and lIrreverence for
human life in the Middle East
infuriated the artist. W ich
a the
lem v not only how to com
municate to an audience that
has half-forgotten about Iran
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important links with her earlier
collages. Political content, the | a black
news media, memories of her
memorabilia, and
the predominantly black color
scheme have been important |
| elements in herart since 1979. | in_ this _middle_

|
| the late afternoon
| ever, the people are absent; in-

metal

books are also mutilated with
pages scorched, glued, torn,
and text crossed out.

More books appear in the
third part of the installation,
serving as grave markers in
the cemetery. This area is
identified by a small label in
the dirt, covering an approxim-
ately 9-by-15-foot square area
in the large back room. In addi-
tion to the closed black books,
36 black stands emerge from
the soil. Each stand has a de-
faced picture mounted on a
black board with little gables,
shielding the images from the

thick black book lies open on
table with its |
pages glued together,
completely sealing its identity
and content. Another series of
books is mounted on a board,

mind,
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| stead coffins, black mysteri- | universal objects and symbo
ous books, and cemetery | ism to trigger associations
surround the pool. Nearby, a | engaging the viewer's intel

lect and imagination. Both the
selection of objects ¢
installation in the diff
hibition space work
fully to lead the vie
procession past th
area,  these_Lriaae and. coffins

1 their

and books, and finally to the Fgésehogz
graveyard while inducing med- | sh ' q.
itation and mournful respect SR
for the dead. | about
Black Black Days is a pow- Since ther
personal, artistic, and w contmuyng
historical testament to the vol- | with politi
atile political situation in the | plored ne:
Middle East. She has become g I h?
one of the most significant Balassamf
contemporary political artists from the t
in her unending struggle to ;begunltor‘
create new ways to synthesize | Tﬂgﬁtsa aSsCC
politics and art. (Franklin Fur- ‘
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