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By Kay Larson

SONIA BALASSANIAN fled Iran
last year, as the guns were drasm. One of
the images in her new show presents e
woman blindfolded—Balassanian herseif,
who has become a hostage outside Iran,
the artist thwarted in her profession
{seeing) by the malevolence of the state.
Behind her is a catalogue of military-
looking hardware, and Farai script-writing
ts slapped down collage-style around the
image, which repeats itself in a sort of
alienating visual stutter reminiscent of
Warhol's electric-chair seriographs. Before
the revolution, Balassanian was a promi-
nent abstract artist and poet who moved
in the westernized circles of Iranian in-
telligentsia; her bic shows an MFA from
Pratt and a four-year certificate from the
Pennsyivania Academy of Fine Arts.
When Khomeini came to power she
fled the country, stopped painting ab-
stractions, and began the series
“Hostages: A Diary”-—converting to col-
lage-assemblage because she found the
visual and emotional ironies so over-
whelming. Though the series is based on
the [ate of the 53 Americans, Balassanian
doesn’t tell their story; instead she thinks
of them as pawns, and takes their fate as
a symptom of the way politics makes every
citizen 8 hostage of belief syatems. Ameri-
cans are hostages too, she insista, because
nc one here has any reai information about
iran.

The diaries,' echoing this lack of real
contact, at first seem thematically
opaque. They sandwich Time and News-
week covers, clipe from Khomeini’s birth-
day celebration, news photos, Farsi nota-
tions, and occasionslly startling images—
downed rescue helicopters, & woman
draped in & chador, her arm raised in a
militant’s fist. Balassanian exploits the
illusion that photography presents truth
by using photographs as a sort of visual
decoy: we expect the story to be reveaied
in the images, but their repetition only
distances us further. Both Farsi script and
text from American newsmegazines—
whole pages at a time—are croased off line
by line, Balassanian's protest against the
lies she feels they contain.

Stylistically, her work offers no new
insights—the “‘reality sandwich” beilongs
to Rauschenberg, and the staccato repeti-
tion to Warhol, with a measure of alien-
ation from both. Collage is a shopwomn
modernist tool in this century, and

Balassanian is westernized enough to

know it. Before | heard the story, | was far
less interested in the art. But intense
political pession requirea that artists place
themselves to a certain extent outside
etyte. That was the decision Balessanian
made when she abandoned abstraction,
and its rationale is important. Style is
pose; pelitical horror subordinates pose
under the desperation of survival. Feeling
—which forces a more fundamental defini-

tion of style—underlies her choice of im- |

ages, and it reemerges like an anagram by
following clues often known only to her. If
the specific meanings are lost, the general
meaning--like 8 billboard in a foreign

language—gets acroes. The onslaught of |

words and pictures adds up to a haliu-

cinatory gestalt comparable to warfare;

the rational! mind comes apart and only

the instincis are left. (Elise Meyer Gallery,

410 West Broadway, through July 12}
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Prisoner of politics and
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