Roots, Rhythm and Passion

Every now and then our attention is drawn by glossy magazines or special exhibitions to the unexpected discovery of a new creative goldmine. In recent decades we have had 80-year-old Cuban musicians, very young Chinese artists and Indian creative designers – always greeted with an involuntary response on the part of the media, ranging from colonialist condescension to the “King Kong” effect. And the more pronounced the “Third-World” or politically incorrect origin of the phenomenon in question, the greater the interest. 

In my view, the exalted status granted to Iranian typography in recent years as the nouvelle vague, breathing new life into boring old Western graphics, is similarly excessive. 

Notwithstanding my sincere delight in the success of many of my Iranian friends – including Majid Abbasi – I believe that more attention is being paid to the (putative) phenomenon in general than the specific merit of the different designers.

I particularly welcome this opportunity to give a personal appraisal of the work of Majid and the Iranian context in which he works, an appraisal based on long conversations with Majid himself, his colleagues from The 5th Color and some of their young apprentices.

First and foremost, I think it wrong to define the new Iranian design as predominantly typographical in nature. The two terms – Iranian and typographical – appear to have some kind of evocative connotation, rather like “American dream” or “Italian restaurant”. However, if a contemporary graphic design exists that is not typographical, it is without doubt Farsi. Typography involves more than “typifying” calligraphic characters of Arabic origin. The written language in Iran never underwent a typographical evolution as our alphabet did and other Eastern calligraphies are currently doing or have done at some point in the past.

Our endless conversations, which sowed the seeds of many subsequent deliberations, mainly took place in the perpetual traffic jams of Tehran (on the return journey from a visit to Morteza Momayez at his country house), in Majid’s and Saed Meshki’s studios, at Bijan Sayfouri’s and, again, Majid’s house. These locations all play a significant role in enabling us to reach a better understanding of what these artists see – in other words, to gain a perspective on Majid’s work through the locations he frequents.
The first of these is the city of Tehran where you will not see even one of the posters you have admired in the various aforementioned exhibitions. At most, you will see some interesting posters for driving schools, those highly typographical posters which Majid tells me are horrible.

However, Majid also shows me some small but delightful bookshops where you can find many beautiful book covers designed by him (and also by Morteza and Saed). These would merit an exhibition in themselves. It is no coincidence that many of them are poetry books. The importance of popular communication through poetry in Persia is well known and, in my view, the relationship between poetry and graphic-calligraphic composition, i.e. graphic design, is extremely important: the ultimate aim of both is to create an idiom laden with the maximum possible meaning; given that poetry, poiesis is derived from poiein, i.e. “to do,” both domains are the prerogative of a homo faber or technologist, the opposite of the philosopher. 

Majid’s studio is an averaged-sized design studio equipped with Apple Macs, where important volumes on the (photographic, calligraphic, craft) history of Persia are formatted with consummate skill derived from a knowledge of the content and in which questions of corporate identity are explored. In other words, the activity there could not be further removed from the clichés propagated by the Western media about an Iran of bazaars teeming with extremists and underground punk nights. It is a “normal” professional studio. 

I remember Majid’s house well. I scrutinized it at length, perhaps because it is a place where I found it easy and enjoyable to relax – thanks to the outstanding hospitality of Maryam, his wife, and notwithstanding having cushions fired at me by his two children, Kasra and Bardia. The description of the place is not hagiographic, but I believe that it can help us reach a better understanding of Majid’s work. Admittedly the children’s chairs are from Ikea (identical to those of my own children); however, I was very struck by the fact that the walls are covered only with pages of books, both original pages and reproductions of famous calligraphic compositions. Here, again, we encounter the same kind of bibliographical synecdoche bearing constant witness to Majid’s awareness of his Farsi origins and of the compositional harmony between words and images, between calligraphy and descriptive synthesis.

This awareness enables him to compose his calligraphies together with the always appropriate images in a variety of moods, i.e. prestissimo, allegro con fuoco, maestoso, andante con anima, adagio etc.

I had already understood from his work that rhythm, harmony and melody were natural elements for Majid and this was confirmed when I found myself standing in front of an entire wall covered with operatic and classical CDs. And I will never forget the conversations we had about typo-calligraphy in the traffic jams on the ring road while listening to Bach.

Leaving aside my personal memories and associations, I believe that a possible reading of Majid’s work actually lies in this capacity to achieve a harmonious composition between text and image, which is different every time because it is adapted to the theme of the individual work.

This is clearly demonstrated by his “melodramatic” poster for the photographs of Sadeq Hedayat; his “Rossinian” poster for The 5th Color’s “Forty plus Forty” exhibition in Italy (See page 35); his “minimalist” poster on Jan Lenica; and, again, his “Morg-e-Sahar” poster which, by using a delicate chromatic counterpoint, is reminiscent of Parvaneh Bahar (See page 53).

In my concluding comments, I will focus on Majid’s very important role as a teacher. There can be no doubt that if the level of Iranian graphic design in general is good, it is due to the work of certain pioneers such as Morteza Momayez, Farshid Mesghali and Ghobad Shiva. And there can also be no doubt that Majid, together with a few others, has inherited the responsibility for this. From what I saw, he fulfils this extremely important role in the best possible way. Any country that wants to develop must look around; however, it must also – and above all – look over its own shoulder. Among the many young people I met, one young man showed me a series of lovely small-format posters, completely contemporary, in some ways experimental, but also displaying a solid link with Persian elegance. 

I asked him about his points of reference, expecting to hear the usual list of Western luminaries. Instead, I received the following unexpected but revealing reply: “Morteza Momayez, Majid Abbasi, Saed Meshki.” 

In my view, the importance of a designer is not measured by the list of prizes he or she has won, but by the capacity to be contemporary while also confronting the past and influencing the future. Majid Abbasi excels in doing just this every day, with passion, in a fascinating city where there is much more going on than the burning of flags.
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