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ARTS IN REVIEW

ART

B LA et s i .
From Shirin Neshat's “Rapture” series (1999).

Iran on-the Mall

Shirin Neshat: Facing

History
Hirshhorn Museum and
Sculpture Garden
Through Sept. 20
By MELIK KAYLAN
Washington
he Hirshhorn Museum and
- Sculpture Garden is having

a distinctly historic mo-
ment. In the first place, with
“Facing History” in the title, the
new solo show dedicated to Shi-
rin Neshat, the renowned Ira-
nian-born female artist, is rid-
dled with history: hers and
Iran’s. (Ms. Neshat shot to fame
in the 1990s with photos of
women’s faces inscribed with
calligraphy.) It has opened when
the U.S. and Iran are locked in
delicate, potentially epoch-mak-
ing negotiations over nuclear
power. And it is the first show
conceived by the museum’s re-
cently appointed director, Me-
lissa Chiu, formerly of the Asia
Society in New York. The visitor
gets to glimpse a pivotal juncture
for the Hirshhorn, one that likely
indicates the direction in which
Ms. Chiu intends to take the in-
stitution she calls “the nation’s
contemporary art museum.”

At the Asia Society, Ms. Chiu
often put on exhibitions illustrat-
ing the cultural richness of re-
gions politically alienated from

-the U.S., such as the Middle East

and Pakistan. So her current
choice is no accident, nor is its
timing, which cleverly brings the
Hirshhorn swiftly to the atten-
tion of Washington’s chattering
classes. In addition, as she told

-m she’s “conscious
that the Hirshhorn wants to re-

make itself for the 21st century
with a more global vision. It was
always international but last cen-
tury that meant mostly European
art; Shirin’s work embodies the
broadening of geographical inter-

est to include other cultures.”

She also believes that the central
attributes of Neshat’s work—
“multimedia, diasporic, gender
conscious, identity focused”—
represent universal preoccupa-
tions in 21st-century art. In ef-
fect, Ms. Chiu seems to feel that
Washington is ready to be a
global city, like New York, rather
than an American city with inter-
national interests. Whether she’s
right remains to be seen.

The show itself clearly as-
sumes that the visitor needs a fa-
miliarizing and cohering ap-

proach. It was the museum’s

decision to organize the material
largely (but not entirely) around
three historical moments in the
58-year-old artist’s oeuvre: the
1953 imposition of the shah by a
CIA-backed coup that displaced
Iran’s elected leader; the 1979
revolution that toppled the shah
and ushered in Ayatollah Kho-
meini’s mullahs, and the 2009
Green Revolution protests in Iran
that preceded the Arab Spring
upheavals. This presentation,
backed up by news photos and
other illustrative artifacts, suc-

ceeds up to a point for the lay-
man, but can give the impression
that Ms. Neshat primarily pos-
sesses a political imagination,
chronicling or retro-evaluating
grand events. Luckily, though,
enough aspects of the show fall
outside the guiding categories
that Ms. Neshat’s complex, poetic
vision works its enchantment.

Even in the first rooms de-
voted to the 1953 coup, the clips
from her black-and-white 2008
video “Munis,” which was in-
spired by those events, come
across as otherworldly—though
they often precisely restage fa-
mous news stock from that time.
A large American convertible
glittering in sunlight, embodying
glamour and power, carries paid-
for pro-shah demonstrators as it
did at the time. Crowds bearing
banners and posters illustrate a
brief dawn of free speech and
open democracy before the
shah’s repressive rule kicks in.

A straightforward political
critique, you might think, not
least of the U.S. legacy in such
places. But Ms. Neshat’s con-
structions are never so simple.
She made that film long after the
Khomeinist regime hijacked Iran
post-shah and corrupted the
logic of mass demonstrations.
It’s impossible not to see echoes
between the two revolutions—
the wild rushing through the
streets by crowds oblivious to
history’s lessons. Thé pent-up ac-
celeration of history can be at
once joyous and treacherous, the
artist seems to say.
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