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DING THE PAIN

Majid Biglari (b. 1986, Tehran, Iran) earned his BA in Sculpture from Tehran
University of Art. He has exhibited his work in solo and group shows in Iran and
abroad. Biglari's solo shows include “Border,” Mohsen Gallery, Tehran, 2016;
“The Feast of the Day of No Return,” Aaran Gallery, Tehran, 2014; and “Being
in Your Life,” Aaran Gallery, Tehran, 2013. Among his many group shows, the
most recent ones are “Episode 01: Prolongation,” Mohsen Gallery, Tehran, 2016;
“Doré-hami”with NMAG's 9th Pop-Up Gallery in Tehran, 2016; and “Portraits:
“Reflections” by Emerging Iranian Artists,” Rogue Space, New York, 2014.
Biglari lives and works in Tehran.

Majid Biglari = “No ‘WE’ should be taken for granted when the subject is looking
at other people’s pain. The imaginary proximity to the suffering inflicted on others
that is granted by images suggests a link between the faraway sufferers—seen
close-up on the television screen—and the privileged viewer that is simply untrue,
that is yet one more mystification of our real relation to power. So far as we feel
we are not accomplices to what caused the suffering. Our sympathy proclaims
ourinnocence as well as our importance. To that extent, it can be (for all our good
intentions) an impertinent—if not an inappropriate—response. To set aside the
sympathy we extend to others beast by war and murderous politics for a reflection
on how our privileges are located on the same map as their suffering, and may—in
ways we might prefer not to imagine—be link to their suffering.”

—Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others
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Regarding the Pain of Others

Although after modern movement, formalistideas
have resulted in narrative art being less approved,
coded references to political or social issues, or to
events in the artist’s life, are still commonplace.
Works like Biglari's are effectively modern allegories
that usually require information from the artist to be
wholly understood.

Biglari's artistic subject-matter encompasses his
feelings about capitalism and media culture and how
they influence the way we perceive reality; however,
the thread that runs through his works is historical
narratives of conflict, rupture, and destruction that
shapes everyday human experience: where ruins
resemble a man-made nature.

His recent work for Pasio is comprised of sixty closely
packed wooden, burnt, and damaged boxes, arranged
in three columns, through which water is slowly
running, from up to the Pasio’s floor, spreading the
scent of burnt wood. Visitors first encounter this
work and see it from behind. Crossing a narrow
passage, they face a Plexiglas sheet, placed in the
front of the boxes that separates the audience from
the installation. Biglari purposefully selects wooden
objects for their powerful, evocative potentials to call
to mind the forms of ruins. While the individual pieces
had an intimate scale, they became monumental
when considered holistically within the combined
environment of the assemblage. He has used wooden
structures before and in this installation he explores
materials like Plexiglas, glass, and water. These
new materials allow him to expand the scale and
complexity of his monumental artistic representation,
while catalyzing the natural processes of erosion and
destruction during the show.

Reality is a very fluid concept, perceived differently
by each one of us. Media culture’'s normalization of
catastrophes, war, mass murder, terror, extensive
destruction of cities, natural disasters, etc., mitigate
the intensity of awareness, putting a gap between
reality and truth. Moreover, Biglari's work highlights
the role of museums as mirrors of power and how
giving form to authentic versions of narratives would
help museums institutionalize and validate certain
interpretation of events as public memory.
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In the interrupted voice and breath
Of the one who looks,

Hypocritically upon the truth.”—"Hamlet,”
Odes for the Earth, Ahmad Shamlou

Roshanak Roshanaee — Truth is consumed, slaughtered,
disintegrated. Sewn back together, it is now unveiled
before our eyes with heavy makeup; day in and day
out, all over again, before our indifferent gaze.

Over there, we see horrific incidents, terrible deaths,
genocides, war that destroys cities, natural disasters,
fire outbreaks, and mass migration. Over here, we are
staring at our television screens and monitors with
fear and euphoria. Bewildered by observing so much
suffering, pain, shock, and the sense of elation of being
away from the location, time, and the consequences of
those awful events. We repost the news, talk about it
in street corners, give our offhand accounts, collaged
from what we have heard, and encounter another piece
of news the next morning. We have grown dull. Our
empathies have grown thin like smoke.

When the war is over, we build museums for it. All
around the world, war museums try to convey to the
viewers, in a brief, causal manner, the crushing power
of extended, costly wars that governments impose on
nations.

When the massacres are over, we build monuments
for the victims, writing their names on walls of stone
like marching ants, lest we forget them.!

Vietnam Veterans Memorial, Maya Lin, 1982,
Washington DC

When untold number of people are dislocated, we
photograph celebrities wearing space blankets in
galas, and then we publish those photos in high-
profile media.2

Celebrities pose for selfies wearing refugees’
emergency foil blankets
Cinema For Peace Gala, 2016, Berlin, Germany

We go to those museums, visit these monuments, and
pretentiously share our information about this garish
imagery with others.

Computer and television screens, and display cases of
museums, separate us from reality. These apparently
neutral, translucent parts, invert, distort, and manipulate
truth. They make ruthless scenes—that keep recurring
interminably—void of all meaning for us observers of the
misery and pain of others.

In his installation, “Regarding the Pain of Others,”
Majid Biglari challenges us, the neutral and apathetic
viewers. There is not much to see anyway. One must
choose either to step in or linger at the threshold. In
order to see what lies on the other side, one must dare
to walk through the smell of smoke and darkness, on
a narrow way that passes by the decaying woods and
a structure that might collapse any moment, while
there are drops of water falling down from its every
part. The work is inaccessible even on the other side;
a transparent screen separates the viewer and the
wooden compartments that are falling apart, a thin
membrane scoffs at the threatening quality of burnt
boxes and pieces of broken glass that seem like the
remains of an apocalypse. The truth of the work, its
physicality, its substance, and even the mentality
of the artist are all hidden behind the foggy screen,
covered with tiny water droplets. You will have to
choose between staying and leaving. However, the
more we stay and inhale in the stuffy room, the more

uncomfortable it will get—with nothing more to
discover. Our grasping the concept is independent of
our presence. Like the news of a tragedy, which has
happen to us this time, we must gradually get used to
its pain and live with it every single moment. Biglari's
installation is reminiscent of a work by the ltalian
artist Pamela Diamante, named 2016.

Instead of the translucent screen, there is a video
mounted on a black screen, similar to those used for
signposting at stations or airports. In the video, the
time stops 326 times for three seconds, interrupting
the frequency of the regular rhythm of hours and
days. Therefore, the swift running of time plays an
essential role and is defined as a metaphor for the
superabundance of information that exceeds the
human capacity to memorize.

In the video, the flow of time is interrupted and
the central counter is progressing to instances of
technological and environmental disasters. The
viewer passively observes the pain and suffering of
multitudes of people and the massive devastation of
the environment.

It does not matter what medium of expression the
artist has chosen, tons of artistic ideas of our times
come from the frailty and numbness of people
that are merely passive witnesses to death and
destruction: dazed and confused by the rumble
caused by the bombardment of images in the virtual
as well as the real world. The question of people’s
fragmented understating of truth, empathy, and
conscientiousness, caused by institutions and the
media, are altered and get sucked into the whirlpool
of the pieces of everyday information.

i

2016, 2017, 37" Samsung SH37F smart signage
monitor, power cable, powder coated galvanized
steel, 220 x 155 x 6.5 cm. Courtesy of the artist and
Rossmut, Rome

1>The Vietnam Veterans Memorial, “The Wall”, displaying
some of the names of fallen U.S. service members from the
Vietnam War, designed by Maya Lin, 1982, Washington DC.

2> Referring to Ai Weiwei's art project in which he had
hundreds of actors and socialites at Berlin's Annual Cinema
Peace gala wrap themselves up in refugee jackets of gold to
help raise awareness for the Syrian refugee crisis, 2016.
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“Heaven, an Irretrievable Past or the Grave”

A Hybrid Essay on Encountering “Regarding the Pain of Others”

In her book Regarding the Pain of Others, Susan Sontag
has dealt with the question of representing war and violence in the contemporary
society; she has addressed some big questions, and, with humility and relying on
historical fact, she has tried to outline the subject for the audience.

Now with the structure he has presented to us with a poetic, allegorical approach, it
is as though he has tried to transform Sontag’s book with the material he has used
to make his installation. In other words, by borrowing the book’s title for his work
and transforming the text into physical objects (of course, in all its dimensions, i.e.
the content of the issue Sontag has addressed with a metaphorical approach], for
Biglari, Sontag’s text has the same function as wood, iron, glass, water, fire, and
light. Here, for a more straightforward and coherent reading of this transformation,
| refer to the quotation of Benjamin in Walter Benjamin’s Theory of Allegory that will
show us the system of Majid Biglari’'s construction quite accurately, and then | will
try to demonstrate my own perspective, which | consider to be the main framework
of Biglari’'s mental construct in all of his works.

Talking about his “theory of allegory,” Benjamin writes somewhere: “Transforming
things into signs is both what allegory does—and what it is about—its content. Nor
is this transformation exclusively an intellectual one: the signs perceived strike
notes at the depths of one’s being, regardless of whether they point to heaven, to
an irretrievable past, or to the grave.”

By pointing out to this view that carries all the things that Biglari exposes us to, |
think that there is no need for further ado. Now pertaining to Benjamin's proposition,
we can consider the content—subject-matter and technique—of the installation.
Wooden boxes, arranged in three rows, repeating over each other and going high
up, standing before us; a construction that has turned its back on us; a wooden,
latticed wall that go high as far as darkness above; burnt, wooden boxes arranged in
three rows on top of each other, are close to the adjacent walls, only leaving enough
space for us to enter the Pasio sideways. The cubes are anchored by wooden posts
to the walls. After entering the room, we do not have much space to back up to see
the construction better, for it is only two steps away from the wall behind us. On
this side of the construction, there is a glass retaining wall—separating us from
the structure—reminiscent of a shop showcase. The glass wall rises as high as
the construction (on this side, the cubes are standing like windows with broken
glasses: an image that is reminiscent of ruined houses after wars, earthquakes, or
fires, etc.), until the light causes a discomfort glare, and water droplets fall like rain
on the structure and the glass wall. It is like the sky is mourning for these ruins and
the smell of wet, burnt wood has dampened the room and the sound of water drops,
invite us to gather our thoughts and step inside.

In one of the essays of One-Way Street, “Imperial Panorama: A Tour through
German Inflation” Benjam puts his finger on the same thing that Sontag does in
Regarding the Pain of Others. It is another angle that, encountering Majid Biglari’'s
work, connects me and Biglari's installation to Benjami’s critical essay, helping us
to better understand the situation in a paragraph:

“Not without reason is it customary to speak of ‘naked” misery. What is most
damaging in the display of it, a practice started under the dictates of necessity and
making visible only a thousandth part of the hidden distress, is not the onlooker’s
pity or his equally terrible awareness of his own impunity, but his shame. It is

impossible to remain in a large German city, where
hunger forces the most wretched to live on his
banknotes with which passers-by seek to cover an
exposure that wounds them."?

Now after reading the proposition and in order to
grasp the foundational status of Sontag’s text in
Biglari’'s work, we only need to replace the naked
misery with naked pain, and the displaying of
misery with displaying of the pain of others. It is
the geography on the soil of which Majid Biglari has
built his structure. With that in mind, we can trace
the plot of the installation like this: “What is most
damaging in the display of it, a practice started
under the dictates of necessity and making visible
only a thousandth part of the hidden distress, is not
the onlooker’s pity or his equally terrible awareness
of his own impunity, but his shame.” And we
assume that the condition we encounter in Biglari’'s
installation, is the uncovering of wounds that
German passers-by overlook by giving alms, while
it is them who alleviate the poverty and the wounds
they suffer from observing; suffering that has made
the heavens cry. In the same essay, Benjamin brings
up another question that explains our condition as
we encounter the work, and even the relation of the
contemporary man with the medium:

“The freedom of conversation is being lost. If it were
earlier a matter of course in conversation to take
interest in one’s partner, this is now replaced by
inquiry into the price of his shoes or his umbrella.
Irresistibly intruding on any convivial exchange is
the theme of the condition of life, of money. What
this theme involves is not so much the concerns and
sorrows of individuals, in which they might be able
to help one another, as the overall picture. It is as if
one were trapped in the theater and had to follow the
events on the stage whether one wanted or not, had to
make them again and again, willingly or unwillingly,
the subject of one’s thought and speech.”

Cleverly using the title and the text of Regarding
the Pain of Others alongside the materials of his
installation, Majid Biglari puts us in a position that
we have to encounter the pain of others, whether we
want it or not; with all of our senses engaged—the
smell of burnt wood, looking at a structure with a glass
wall that reflects our image similar to the windows
of shops in the ruins, the water droplets hitting us on
our faces, etc.—in front of a structure that is as solid
and towering as it is decaying and about to fall apart
by the dripping of water, which is in itself the source

of life. And it is exactly these contradictions that
formulate his questions and make us face our own
contradictions when we encounter the pain of others
(as window-shoppers)* in the reflection of our own
images in the glass that, like the structure, seems
to go on forever, to heaven, to an irretrievable past,
or to the grave. It is an encounter that, willingly or
unwillingly, has become the subject of my thoughts,
over and over again.

As an observer, Majid Biglari seems to present us
a monument, in mourning for all the victims of war
and disaster. It is like a requiem for absence of
innocent men and women that have fell victim to the
absence of humanity, and their empty place in the
ruin of which the work is trying to remind us.

1> Bainard Cowan, Walter Benjamin’s Theory of Allegory
2> Walter Benjamin, One-Way Street, translated by Edmond
Jephcott & Kingsley Shorter, Belknap Press of Harvard
University Press, 2016.

3> Ibid.

4> Window shopping is the activity of spending time, looking
at the goods on sale in shop windows without intending to
buy any of them. This phrase is usually used humorously,
for “window-shopper” was originally used for people with
meager earnings that could not afford the goods presented
in the displays, so they satisfied themselves with seeing
the products inside their own reflection on the glasses of
windows. It seems that the construction of Biglari's work in
“Regarding the Pain of Others” puts us in the same position,
i.e. he reminds us of our inability, or he invites us to give
a perfunctory look at the pain of others. Our reflection in
the displays shows a more real image of the goods than
our ghosts upon the glass, and we become impotent vis-
a-vis the products, simply because we cannot afford them.
This might be the mystery of the unnecessary things of
capitalism. In other words, it is what makes unnecessary
things necessary, which is the very formula used by
advertising media. And it is exactly the method used in
“Regarding the Pain of Others,” but in a reverse manner,
i.e. he puts his finger on a content that only makes sense
in the ruins of forgotten necessities, inviting us to stand
and watch the product of this decay, done simultaneously,
naturally, and in time, by humanity.
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