Majid Abbasi’s Artistic World

By Aydin Aghdashloo

Majid Abbasi belongs to that generation of Iranian graphic designers who like to be called graphic designers rather than pure illustrators, and he is one of the most respectful and productive representatives of this group. This new generation of designers has succeeded in broadening the horizons of their artistic expression by employing the techniques generally overlooked by traditional illustrators, among these techniques being calligraphic inscriptions, typography, photography, and so forth. These new practices in design are by no means peculiar to Iranian art community. Rather, they form a universal trend in modern graphic design, where painted illustrations, at least in publishing, are more and more overshadowed by other decorative arts. When we look through the books in large bookstores in Europe or the USA, we cannot fail noticing that most of cover designs comprise a collage of photography, typography, and other arts, and there is practically no traditional painting involved. 

The book covers designed by Majid Abbasi are the result of his creative and diligent mind, and the embodiment of his clean and bright attitude to life. In his artistic enterprises, the designer seeks inspiration in traditional Iranian art forms, but he never lags behind the world’s latest art achievements. It is only natural therefore that his works have been widely acclaimed and highly praised whenever they were exhibited in the international exhibitions dedicated to Iranian modern art.

The works of Majid Abbasi’s artistic world are invariably elegant, noble, plain, and graceful. He often leaves the Nastaliq letters of his titles unchanged and only smoothes their edges to grant the text a vintage, as if stone-printed, quality. He makes typography a keystone of his design, letting the curves of elegant Nastaliq letters express to the fullest their intrinsic graceful potential. In other cases, he lends a special “aged” quality to his work by employing ancient art techniques, such as in his portrait of Sadeq Hedayat, where he highlighted the writer’s photo by matching it to the Qajar-period lacquer design of “a rose and a nightingale”. Majid Abbasi’s works are unmistaken for their clever and subtle implications, exhibited, for example, in his jacket of Morteza Momayez’s Articles, where he used the “template of letters”, which Morteza Momayez greatly favored and profusely employed in his work, particularly during the 1960s and 1970s. The same approach also marks Majid Abbasi’s covers to the books by Heinrich Böll, Frank Pavlov, and Mohammad Ja’far Mahjub.

For the covers of a series of books on political history, Majid Abbasi uses the collage of blurred photographs of the most distinguished men in history, as if to imply that despite their prominent role in history, they are only memories now. The same approach, aimed to revive the memories which are almost gone, has been also successfully entertained by the artist in his jackets of Mahmoud Dowlatabadi’s, Nahid Tabatabai’s, and Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s books. 

Still Majid Abbasi’s most illustrative designs are perhaps the covers of Samarqand magazine, exhibiting his simple, confident, and beautiful artistic approach together with the highly remarkable attentiveness to the subject. For example, for the jacket of the special edition of this magazine devoted to Vladimir Nabokov, he surrounded the writer’s portrait by blue butterflies, implying to Nabokov’s academic entomological background.

The cover designs of Majid Abbasi are united by one common feature – the subtlety of the artistic expression – and can it be not so if we believe that the works of their creator are the embodiment of his inner world? We unmistakably feel the sensitive, modest, and noble nature of the artist, revealed to the fullest in his creative works.

If graphic design is an art – and it is definitely so – then its purpose is to convey the message of a designer, who invariably strives to create a subtle balance between the past and the present, initiative and responsibility, intellectual and common, individual and general, and to maintain his own self while addressing to the multiple and varied audience.

Majid Abbasi is a respected designer, and by the definition which I have tried to explain above, a respected artist too.
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