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In love and war
Iranian photojournalist
Newsha Tavakolian
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Object-based study of the

arts of China, Japan & Korea,
India, Southeast Asia and the
Islamic world including access
to the reserve collections

in the British Museum and
Victoria and Albert Museum
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e Bivanale. This week, al Aat Basel
Hong Koag, her New York-based gallery
Thomas Erben has chosen to feature
Tavakolian in the Discoveries section,
which focuses on emerging artists.

Erben says thereis a "clear distinction
between photojournalism (which is
more of the moment and about convey
ing information) and art photography.
which has to last and jolt the photo-
graphic moment onto a level of broader
signilicance”. He Lnds Tavakolian's art
for its “formally seperb quallity . .. and
her exquisite semse of colour”™,

In Hong Koo, Tavakolian will show
the project she made as winner of the
Carmignac Photojournalism Award in
2014 The prize provoked a bried, highly
public controversy that saw Tavakolian
initially return the CS0,000 award, until
she was satisfied that she would have
artistic control. Entitled “Blank Pages of
an Irankan Photo Album”, the project is
described by Tavakolian as a study
of “nine characters from the ranian
middle class™

Tavakolian's aim was to reveal her
society’s untold stories. "1 call them
invisible people,” she says of her
subjects. “They donot stand out.”

She cites a young woman who lived in
Tavakolian'y building and worked as a

trailator. "She enie [rom 4 very -
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The sequence took shape when it ul
Tavakolian'’s subjects took her to a place
it was specialto him, “Hewas asinger
Bt e tald mee that he didn't sing at his
Bouse. “There is & mountain nearby
with an empty swimming pool.’ he told
mie. “That's my space.’ 80 we walked
there and he jumped Into the empty

Ihe women fighting Isis
are brave and also victims
of anideology. It took eliort
not to show them like this

pool and started singing. And [ thought,
I have to ask all the characters to come
to this kill.™

Tavakolian told her subjects just lo
follow their instinets in the neglected
landscape. “The woman from Isfahan
fornd a dead tree and just went
the branches and stood Lhere,” she
recalls. The resulting photograph shows

etween

a young woman. her lustrots black halr
covered in part by a bottle green scarf
whose ends hang loose over her bur
gundy dress. There is pain in her eyes
but also a resilience that echoes the
thorny tangle of naked branches behind
her head.

Another image shows a man clinging
tothe sheer side of the empty pool. 1s he
seeking refuge in the cement-walled
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Bse: the world s Nooded with images,
goed images, So | ask myself, How &nlt
finrd the gpace in-between that will srab
the attention™

Her apptoach 18 similar whethet she is
making ifages destined for a gallery ot
commissiohed by a news arganisation,
A vecent photojournalism assignment
ook her to Sytia to photograph the
wotnen soldiors fichting in the Rurdish
army, *! realised that the women fight
ing tsis are brave and amazing but they
are also victims of an ideology. It took
soime effort not to show them like this”
Sitting at her desk. she raises herarm as
if posing with an imaginary gun.

Like many photographers who have
crossed into the art world, Tavakolian
is wary of being considered an artist.
“Idon't consider mysel like that. 1 con-
sider myself a storyteller”

Before we say goodbye, 1 ask her
whether she is feeling optimistic given
that the elections have not only seen the
reformists sweep the board in Tehran
but also gains by women MPs.

Her [ace clouds momentarily. °I am
from the generation that, so many
times, was promised change,
and a better future. We were full of hope
and optimism but those promises were
hever ke pt. 50 1 don't want to go through
that again because emotionally it was
very heavy on us. What I want to say to
the government is ‘prove ittome’”

Newsha Tavakolian, Thomas Erben
Gallery, Art Baxel Hong Kong, March 24-26
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