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any compliance. They were there, and the camera was there, and
they met. This relationship was distant from the normal stipulations
of the day, of the camera “in front of” the subject and the common
photographer/photography relationship.

In Photographs #8 and #9, the form of 2 men relaxed and leaning
against a wall easily shows their close familiar relationship to the
camera. Let’s go even further and call it a friendship with the camera.
A friendship that stems from being behind the camera and having a
closeness to the photographer.

In Photograph #9, the wayward boy from #7 is in the safety of his
father’s gentle lap while the camera records the moment of this social
interaction in a way that it might as well not have been recorded. The
time has come. Photographs not for historical reason or memories,
but as instant scenarios of what is not a special moment or set-up. A
recorded moment of social interaction that might just as well not have
been recorded, and whose presence or absence changes nothing.
Photograph #10 is a strange one for me. Of all of the characteristics
that | pointed out at the beginning of these notes (impromptu,
relaxed, un-posed, indifference) that | have witnessed about the
technique used in the other photographs, this one is more intuitive
in a way, more internalized and containing more of a narrative. It
moves my thoughts to a strange explanation: the image and my
expectation of people forces me to relate it with the dizzy, baffling
quality of Photograph #9. Grandfather has sat down this friend or
relative with the same photograph in the center and in choosing the
empty space between the photograph and the group in relation to
or playing with each other at the top of the photograph has either
consciously or unconsciously focused on the loneliness or solitude
of the friend. The friend is left alone with himself, unaware of this
subtle placement and Grandfather’s replete arrangement. All of the
details and specifics of the framed photograph have been arranged
for exactly such an effect. From today’s point of view and desire for
a photographic form and narrative, a photograph with Grandfather
is definitely a more complete photograph. However, Grandfather
is prepared and sitting beside his friend. The frame, form and
photographic arts have been turned upside down, the friend’s
indifference has been replaced by his complete acceptance of this
invitation for a get-together, and so he instead gives himself and his
friendship to the content and meaning of the photograph, and even
perhaps dominates it. If only it was just Grandfather’s eyes upon his
guest and not the camera lens. What would have happened then?!
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“Be natural! Be yourself!” Isn’t this command a bit strange for the
person sitting before the camera to hear the instant before the
photographer clicks the shutter? Since when has this stress for
naturalness before the camera been pertinent? Isn’t the photograph
itself the portrayer of reality? Is this definition of the image and the
photograph in itself contrary to “being natural” (and not “becoming
natural”), being the subject of actuality in motion, and unconsciously
representing the flow of daily life? We are self-disciplined before
the camera; we self-express ourselves and become self-aware, and
these three concepts are not the same as being oneself or being
natural. Yet at the same time they are not completely unrelated. It
seems that a photograph is a constant competition between nature
and the unnatural, between being and exhibiting the subject behind
the lens. The unnatural and the exhibiting are repeated so often that
it transforms into a natural relation between the subject and the
camera, and thus become tiresome. Nature and naturalness become
the norm, time passes and still becomes tiresome, and are replaced
by the unnatural! Is each photograph essentially an image of an
obvious unnaturalness and an unseen nature, or are they a clear
image of nature and a veiling of the unnatural?!

In Photograph #7, the playful face of the young boy is on the verge of
self-awareness. It is as if he has just appeared before the camera and
wishes to not follow the commands just as the shutter was pressed,
nothing more. He wishes the restricting command to “be natural”
to come to an end. His hands in his pockets, his relaxed pose and
his apprehensive gaze do not fit with the strict frozen poses of the
time. Everything about him is contrary to the well-known “freeze”
command of the photographer and the photographs of that era,
as acceptable and fragile as they are. It is not impromptu, but a
distancing from positioning; a non-acceptance of the positioning.
Contrary to what | have said about #7, Photographs #8, 9 and 10
have a softness and a relaxed nature along with the indifference of
the photographer, or perhaps they are defined by a hidden dialog
with the photographer himself. Men are the main subjects of all
three; 2 are in a fatherly role and the other is just a friend. They
differ from the photographs of women, who ordinarily play the
role of spouse or mother. The fatherly position in Photograph #2 is
remarkable. | have referred to the relationship and dialog between
the subjects and the camera. We see this in the way the men are
oblivious of the presence of the camera. They are neither standing
before the camera, and nor does the camera command or demand
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himself as a subject; at least, it is left to the camera to choose the
subject. He is indifferent and relaxed, leaning against the wall, and
the boy is doing the same. The boy is enamored with his father and
the camera, not as a historical witness, and he has feels completely
natural in every way with the camera. Photograph #3 is proportionately
interesting. Representing the traditional role of the curtain during that
era, which is no longer merely a curtain - its gender and dimension
must be lost, and its darkness should serve the light and the eyes, the
face and the character of the subject in front of the camera.
Informality in front of or behind the camera became a concept
decades later. For us Iranian documentarians, this only happened
during the past 20 years. For the concept is not only whether
the camera informally takes on the subject; the subject becomes
informal along with the camera. The camera is separated from the
witness holding it; a present and accompanying familiarity idealizes
it. It does not display what the camera has imagined or expected
as to the character, pose, or face. This relationship with the camera
is an extension of the photographer’s familiarity with the subject.
Doesn’t a photographer like his subject matter to be natural and
impromptu? For a long time, the camera was a technical device that
followed this main relationship. It is different from today, where
there are cameras of every kind and many of us take photos of our
acquaintances, making photography much more familiar.
Photograph #4 and the two next to it, #5 and #6, clearly show this
easy-going attitude, extrication and playfulness. Has Grandfather
recorded his days off and inactivity, or has he sounded the recess
bell to go out and play? “I practiced penmanship to be sure / that
it remains in the future.” The second part of this childish rhyme
(the accuracy of which | am uncertain about; it may belong to the
first line) seems to describe photography rather than penmanship.
These three photographs show a family and give us a glimpse into
the everydayness with their natural poses and self-reflexivity. Yet
what was going on in Grandfather’s mind when he was taking these
photographs in those days? Were these what seemed to be just a
way of passing the time with a sense of humor, or was his goal
to actually exhibit this unique work? In those times, photographers
universally accepted the habit of posing subjects with a blank stare
into space. Did the photographer here want to display the unusual,
different and unnatural as a juxtaposition? Did he oppose the norm
of his profession, or did he want to disrupt the rules? Which were, in
fact, changed and disrupted.
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who is present in the majority of his own photographs! And both are
without a doubt present in the macro-narrative, while setting into
motion the moment and the micro-narrative.

My greatest reading and confrontation is with Photograph #1. A black
curtain is draped - not fastened to the wall with nails, but held up
by 2 young boys. It is a curtain that should not be noticed; it should
function only as a background and give dimension to the lighting
on the faces, but it is obvious in this take. A curtain that should
separate us from everything and direct our gaze to concentrate on
the subject matter of the boy and girl at the bottom of the picture,
yet keeps our attention on the interactions of the constant playful
looks between the boy and girl at the bottom and the 2 boys holding
the curtain above them. There is also a second, titillating situation
concerning this picture that sets my thoughts into action: 2 boys are
facing the camera from above and the boy and girl on the bottom
are holding the curtain in the top part of the photograph. There is
a feeling, though - how can the faces and the gazes of each one
of them be separate from that moment in time? | said that they sat
facing the camera, but the camera is not set up opposite the boy and
girl. Where did this strange angle of about 30 degrees originate? They
are not looking into the camera set up before them. How can this be
defined and explained? Their gaze, in comparison to the direction of
the camera, is quite distant. What a powerful gaze! Like how we look
at history or into the future! All of these things: the curtain being
visible, the others holding it up and becoming the subject matter of
the photograph, the angle of the camera and the looks away from the
camera, this eccentricity; they all seem to congregate in order for a
non-photograph in comparison to all other photographs to be created.
An uprising? A rebellion? A juxtaposition? Or just an affectation and
playfulness? Where and how did Grandfather’s conflict with the
traditional photography of his time arise? What fancy of the mind,
what state of mind brought him to create these non-photographs, as
they were defined in the world of photography of the era?

In Photograph #2, the black curtain that should be there to highlight
and give dimension to the subject of the photograph is once again
the subject matter. They are a trio - the grandfather, his son and the
curtain! A wide angle from the side which attempts to not portray the
curtain as a studio prop or hide it; an angle that shows not only the
complete curtain, but also where it hangs and even the surroundings
while a curtain was supposed to be seen as a professional prop and
the best friend of the photographer. Nor does the photographer see
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Grandfather’s Impromptu, Easy-going and Indifferent
Non-Photographs!

Pirooz Kalantari

Filmmaker, writer

Translation: Buna Alkhas

I have looked at all the photographs. In my mind | wander throughout
the atmosphere of all these photographs, pausing at places where the
collection breaks from tradition and extends beyond the framework
of the role and function of photography during Grandfather’s period
of productivity. They are the impromptu situations, or the relaxed
and unconstrained themes as well as the photographer, or the
departure from the routine, redundant posing for the camera, the
unnecessary arrangements of black drapes and the disregard for the
macro-standards of photography of the era - that is, distancing from
the common passage of events before the lens in order to keep a
connection with time and history; and of course, memorialization.
The indifference of the photographer or of the subject matter; or
both. A person before a camera, disregarding the idea of subject
and then becoming the very subject matter, while the lack of analogy
becomes the subject matter along with the photographer himself,
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Indo- experiences remains under-acknowledged, hyper-politicized
or invisible in mainstream accounts.” | sense an emerging class-
consciousness and future radicalisation in this idea of a shared
destiny that deserves to be recognised and named. And it could
only be made within the class, not to erase the sense of everyday
amusements and joy that clearly permeates the images.

So: Why can | talk about these images as “art”? Because of class
mobility in combination with the happy face of globalization. That
taken together enables gifted people to rise from one class into
another one. With its help, two generations later in history, does
emigration provide the image-maker’s grandchildren with points of
entry into foreign educations that match their imaginaries and give
them the possibility to move on up.

Look at the photographic double portrait, featuring Behzad Khosravi
Noori’s mother and aunt as children, aping the gestures of Bollywood
film heroines. Just like these famous women, pointing with their
indexes to the cheek in a classic cinematic gesture. All children
dream of being the “I”, the subject, of their own story.

4. Mohabir, 2010, p. 5, http://explusultra.wun.ac.uk/ (accessed 8 April 2011).
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the first pictures of the Tehrani working class, taken by one of its
members. We can probably ascribe the mischievous expression on
the ‘boy-martyr’s’ face to the fact that he knew the photographer.
They were family, so how could he not. Yet the working class was
only just emerging; there was no previously existing model or
iconography to adopt. There is no apparent agenda, no story of
squalor or misery. Only everyday life going on.

This technological device enabled enlargements and the manipulation
of reality after the event of the photographic session. The frame with
flowers and angels however also reveal the type of picture that this
one replaces: the miniature portrait. Photography had taken over
the baton from painted portraits.'

[This makes it] another nature which speaks to the camera rather
than to the eye: “other” above all in the sense that a space informed
by human consciousness gives way to a space informed by the
unconscious.?

This implies that historical narratives need photographic
documentation almost as badly as the photos in their turn call out
for a verbal context. The thought of changing subject perspective
- the “I” of the narrative - is not farfetched. | propose to seek an
analogy between the invisibility of this subject-position given by
skin colour to class, through which we can appreciate the difference
between the picture-producer’s position and that of his grandson.
To quote acclaimed author Toni Morrison, writing from her position
as an African-American person:

[Historically] we were seldom invited to participate in the discourse
even when we were the topic [...] Only the act of imagination can
help me [...] That way | can explore two worlds - the actual and the
possible.?

She aims, with her fiction, “to track an image from picture to
meaning to text”. Nalini Mohabir similarly writes that the British-
Caribbean scholar and photographer Roshini Kempadoo “employs
the term ‘plantation worker’ [...] to indicate a generative historical
category of a shared future, although this convergence of Afro- and

1. Walter Benjamin, "Little History of Photography” (1931), transl. by Rodney
Livingstone and others, Michael W. Jennings et al. (eds.), Walter Benjamin:
Selected Writings Vol 2, 1927-1934, (pp. 507-530) Cambridge MA & London:
The Belknap Press, 1999, p. 514

2. Benjamin 1999, p. 510.

3. Toni Morrison, "The Site of Memory”, William Zinsser (ed.), Inventing the Truth:
The art and craft of memoir, Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1987, pp. 110-111,
quoted in Nalini Mohabir, "An Interview with Roshini Kempadoo”, Ex Plus Ultra,
Vol. 2, Dec. 2010, p. 6, http://explusultra.wun.ac.uk/ (accessed 8 April 2011).
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he looks far too clean and well shaven. This is a mysterious picture,
full of incongruous details, playful at the same time as it challenges
the viewer to categorize it.

Similarly hard to decipher are a number of the ‘Pilgrims’. In one of
them, this identification is given not only by the long hair (a wig) and
hat on the subject’s head, but also by a not too convincing airplane
painted on a backdrop. This modern pilgrim is someone who knows
the world since he is going too far away to reach his destination on
ground. He needs to fly there.

Behzad Khosravi Noori has laboriously retraced the technology
behind these pictures and found its origin. This apparatus is a
rudimentary camera obscura; basically a pinhole camera of the type
that is still today used in e.g. Afghanistan, in Brazil and on Cuba. He
also tentatively identified the person referred to above as ‘Pilgrim’
and ‘Revolutionary’ as his grandfather, Gholamreza.

The intention of the producer is not easy to guess. Is it image-
making or the pretentious category of ‘artistry’? We can probably
assume that the social context of an art world, that would make it
possible for the images to be recognised as ‘art’ did not exist in the
mind of their maker, Gholamreza. These are nevertheless no mere
pictures, but emerging out for history to judge them.

Until the maker’s grandson, Behzad Khosravi Noori, held them out
for his own contemporaries some four-five decades later.

These photos belong to a body of work that roughly falls within
the category of portraits, that Behzad Khosravi Noori calls
Phantasmagoria of pilgrimage. These portrait photographs place
themselves on a spectrum between fiction and fact. The figures who
are dressed up in ‘Pilgrim’-style or as ‘Revolutionaries’ have most
often been provided with relevant backdrops. Those are at one end
of the spectrum, while the other end is populated by serious-looking
men and women in regular dress.

Who are these people? How did Gholamreza get hold of them? He
had set up a small business of street photography, a trade that he
learned from his brother-in-law, Rajab Akbari, who also built the
camera. Gholamreza made both the kind of photos that we up to
today associate with fairgrounds and others, more industry-like,
for use in passports or calling cards. The serious expression of the
portrayed says something of the technique: long sittings in daylight
that made it necessary for the subject to fix the gaze somewhere
(e.g. on the camera objective).

These photos are very early - indeed they are probably some of
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Travelling portraits
Charlotte Bydler
Art Historian, Sodertorn University, Stockholm

A boy looks coyly out from the photo straight at me. We - |, the
beholder; and he, the portrayed - are separated by generations,
years and miles, and further by makers’ intentions and picture
categories. He is dressed up in a keffiyeh and framed by an oval-
shaped wreath, studded with angels and flowers. Judging by the
style, this wreath would be an innovation by the turn of last century.
But given the general air of past best before date, that may be a false
assumption. The boy smiles mischievously. He could be a martyr,
assuming that someone more grown up has given him this costume
and framed him in this sugary-sweet way. He looks far too young to
be a revolutionary.

In another photo, a man in his characteristically hard-to-determine
middle ages looks seriously out from the picture space. With a steady
eye directed straight into the camera, he looks slightly down. He too
is dressed as a ‘Revolutionary’, but in his case you can tell directly
that it is a fake costume. The patron belt slung over his chest and
shoulder is quite obviously shams, as is the gun in his hand. Besides,
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dichotomizing citizens in Tehrani and shahrestani/dehati. Rather
than depicting them as shahrestani or dehati, the photographs
show the photographed as they are: citizens, individuals who resist
been forgotten, unseen, ignored. This is why the photographs are,
as Arjun Appadurai’s said in a short essay on backdrops in Indian
photography, ‘experiments with modernity’.

Our prosopagnosia is even more tangible since it is difficult to
see the faces in photographic negatives. Without expressions, the
ghostly faces in the photographic negatives look into the eyes of the
viewers and ask: ‘Don’t you remember me?’
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circles and onto the streets. They made photography affordable
for a lower-income class that constructed its own photographic
taste and aesthetics. Unlike the earlier studio portraits in Iran in
which the common backdrops were European-inspired interiors, the
photographer of this exhibition used a backdrop of Emamzadeh
Davoud , a sacred mausoleum in the northwest of Tehran that seems
to be a popular and affordable holiday destination for working-
class Tehranis. While in the studio portraits we see backdrops of
European houses and props like chairs signifying stillness, in the
portraits taken by the itinerant photographer of this exhibition we
see signifiers of mobility. In the mausoleum backdrop we see two
airplanes in the sky. In many of the photographs, a prop - intentionally
or unintentionally used - is a bicycle. The presence of this means
of mobility for the urban poor reveals the significance of mobility
in a city like Tehran. In another photograph, a man poses astride
a motorbike. Airplanes, bicycles, and motorbikes are signifiers of
the modern lifestyle characterized by mobility and speed. By posing
mobile, they demonstrate not only their urbanity, but also their need
to be mobile because of their class position. One form of mobility
is related to other forms of mobility. Spatial mobility and social
mobility are interrelated. One affects the other.

Prosopagnosia

Prosopagnosia, Greek: ‘prosopon’ = ‘face’, ‘agnosia’ = ‘not
knowing’. Also called face blindness, prosopagnosia is a disorder
that causes inability to recognize faces, even familiar ones. Tehran
has long suffered from prosopagnosia. Migrant workers are actively
unseen. They are visible, but we do not (want to) see them. This is
even more explicit in the case of undocumented Afghan migrants
in today’s Tehran. Rather than being invisible, they are unvisible:
there is a conscious act of unseeing, exclusion, and leaving out.
It is a citizenship right to resist being in/un-visiblized, unseen.
It is their right to demand recognition of their presence and to
demand recognition of the value of their work in Tehran. These
photographs offer an alternative in Jacques Ranciére’s sense of
the word; a ‘partition of the sensible’, thereby creating a space for
alternative political subjectivities. It is in this civil space that the
unseen is brought on stage and unheard stories become audible.
This civil space of photography is produced in relation between
those being photographed, the photographer, and us, beyond the
state and the market that used to maintain the labor hierarchy in
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TV series, dehati characters are ignorant and distasteful, and have
bad manners. To be a dehati is not only a violation of the urbanites’
ethical norms, but of their aesthetic norms as well. The image of the
dehati in TV series is used to construct a Tehrani modern, rational,
educated, and sophisticated identity. Only in contrast to the dehati
can Tehranis be illustrated as ‘rational’, ‘nice’, and ‘modern’. Frantz
Fanon said that the black man ‘must be black in relation to the white
man,’ and this is precisely the case of the dehatis in relation to the
Tehranis. The image of dehati as ignorant and in need of fostering,
education and development is contrasted with the highly valued,
urban modernity as civilized and cultured.

Photographs are more than images. They are social objects, filled
with alternative histories. They evoke memories, stories. They tell
stories of the social changes in contemporary Iran from below.
Today, more than a half century after these photographs were taken,
the photographed subjects - men and women, old and young - have
entered the exclusive art salons, looking back at us and demanding
recognition; recognition they were denied while alive. They were
only a handful of shahrestanis and dehatis.

The Private is Public

Until now, the photographs in this exhibition belonged to a private
collection, and they are being brought to the public. That the private
moments are now being displayed for the public is perhaps part of
the larger contemporary pattern of penetration of the public into the
private and of the private into the public. During the past decades,
private issues have become national concerns and thereby public
issues. By coming into the public realm, the photographed subjects
enjoy their citizenship right to participate in the public arenas and
to be included in the cultural scene of the city in which they lived
and worked. Leaving their working-class neighborhood, they have
entered one of the main art galleries of their city, claiming their
“right to the city”. Rather than a simple right of access to urban
spaces and resources, they demand a right they were denied while
alive, the right to participate in the process of shaping and reshaping
Tehran as a culturally diverse city.

Bicycles
The itinerant portrait photographers, including the one behind this

exhibition, brought photography out of studios and aristocratic

50



had resulted in the vanishing of the communicability of experiences
in the modern world. A storyteller integrates the story into the
experiences of the audience. She makes her own experience into
the listeners’ experience. Photographs in this exhibition tell stories,
stories of otherness. Otherness then, otherness now. Otherness
experienced by the photographed subjects in this collection,
otherness experienced by other migrant workers in today’s Tehran;
particularly by Afghan migrants.

Shahrestaniha and Dehatiha

The people in the photographs are shahrestani (literally, from the
provinces). The term is not only a simple noun, innocently denoting
a sociologically defined group of people. It is a word of othering,
pregnant with bigotry, stigmatization and marginalization. The
modern Iranian nation-state needed to construct a domestic
‘primitive’ people in order to build a Tehran-centric national
culture. In the discourses and practices within politics, popular
culture, media, and the market, non-Tehrani characters are usually
represented as backward, ridiculous, and foolish. The men and
women in the photographs are from Meymeh; that in the first half
of the last century was a small town, or rather a big village. They
left Meymeh because of drought, famine, and poverty, ending up on
the fringes of Tehran as migrant workers - a docile, cheap, flexible,
and disposable labor force demanded by the emerging middle-class
Tehrani lifestyle. The representation of non-Tehranis as uncivilized,
ignorant, and ridiculous has been part of the mechanism to preserve
the hierarchy in the labor market between Tehranis and migrants in
the labor market. Young and old, Every every single one of the men
and women, old and young, in the photographs experienced it. They
were called names because of their accents. They were kept waiting
longer for jobs, housing, school, and health care because of their
origin. They were concentrated in south Tehran because they were
poor. They were treated, as they were non-citizens, as if they did not
belong to the city.

Another patronizing term used for non-Tehranis has been dehati.
Dehati, which literally means ‘a villager’, generally denotes deprived
and uncultivated people. The aspect of the stigma of dehati is
palpable. Due to labor migration from the rural areas to the cities,
the term dehati has become synonymous with unskilled laborers.
The image of a dehati violates both ethical and aesthetic norms. In
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Don’t You Remember Me?
Shahram Khosravi
Social Anthropologist, Stockholm University

Itinerant portrait photographers are storytellers

End of October 2016. Stockholm, Sweden. Behzad shows me the
photographs his grandfather, an itinerant portrait photographer,
took in another century and several thousands of kilometers
away. The story of the people in the photographs is a story of
migration, relocation, disbelonging, being stuck in the space of
in-between-ness: between here and there, between now and then,
between human beings and citizens, between home and homeland,
between natives and foreigners. Their experiences of in-between-
ness then and there resemble experiences of other migrants now
and here. These overlapping experiences across time and space
turn the photographer into a storyteller, in a Benjaminian sense.
In an essay from 1936, The Storyteller: Observations on the Works
of Nikolai Leskov, Walter Benjamin shared his concern about the
disappearance of the art of storytelling. For him, the new format
for stories - the printed novel - had led to a time empty of shared
experience. Benjamin believed that the new format for telling stories
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After two years working | left his house because of that.”

He began to work in a small restaurant. There was an itinerant
photographer that came to have lunch everyday. “He told me if |
was interested in photography he could teach me. When | was off
after lunch, from about 2 pm, | started to learn photography from
him. | learned how to build the camera. | built four cameras after
coming home from work; one was for your grandfather. | built a
small workshop on a rooftop.

| got the lenses from an Assyrian eyeglass maker and photography
chemicals from a Jewish pharmacy.”

Rajab didn’t know how this camera came to Iran. However he used
the word ‘lopatka’ to describe part of camera that held the negative
photo in front of the camera.

The world “lopatka” in Russian Jlomarka or Polish lopatka means
shoulder blade or small shovel. It makes sense because of its shape.
The use of the word lopatka brings two hypotheses to mind in regard
to the origin of the camera; both of them are related to the Second
World War.

It could have been brought to Iran by Polish refugees who came to
Iran after Poland was occupied by Nazis in 1939. They walked 3000
miles from Poland to Persia.®

There is a possibility that it came to Iran earlier, from Russia. But
these hypotheses remain hypothetical.

I will hang them on the wall and sell them as commodities to those
who will enjoy the stories, the darkness and lightness of the big red
pinhole camera that fed 12 people for almost 25 years.

Perhaps this exhibition is the possibility to find a cure for my
anxieties, to re-position myself; to arouse the obscure in my
permanent insomnia.

5. “Forgotten Chapter of WWII Lies Buried in Iranian Graveyard”, Los Angeles
Times, 5 November 2000.
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Funny that it is red. | write.

_ Why funny?

_Red: the classic color of labor of course. | can metaphorically relate
it to the color of red; color of labor, communism and socialism.

But it would be stupid to do so. | continued.

_ Don’t you of course me!! ©

_ It’ll never happen again! lol

_But the red has another meaning here. The only logical explanation
is related to orthochromatic paper.

_Hum. Don’t really get it? For the development process?

_You can develop the B&W paper under full heavy red light.

_ But what did it have to do with the box? Maybe it is a leftover color
of something else? Darkroom red of course, but | also think about
circus... usually red/golden?

_ Well, yes, maybe because it was a more fun color.

_ltis a fun color....

_ Doesn’t look as harmful or scary.

_ It is interesting to look at it that way. It seems everything in these
pictures is fun: Phantasmagoria at its best.

A week later | was interviewing Rajab Akbari, the 92 year-old
photographer who built the camera.

“Why did you use the color red to cover the camera?” | asked.
“There wasn’t anything else. | could only find the red plastic cover.
It was the cheapest.” he replied.

Rajab the photographer

He is 92 years old. Hardly walks. He was happy that | was going to
interview him.

He said, “Come for lunch. | will cook Kufteh.”

He sits on a big sofa. Put his right hand on the arm of the sofa. The
weather wasn’t cold, normal for the first days of fall in Tehran, still
warm. But he wore thick, wintery socks. He said they were a souvenir
from Europe. He didn’t wait for my questions. He sat on the sofa and
began his story:

“I came to Tehran in 1937 from a village near Hamedan. | was 14,” he
said. “1 didn’t know anything or anyplace. | found a job in the house
of a Dr. Marzban. | was working in the kitchen. His wife was Polish. He
told me | should wear a necktie. | told him | couldn’t. I told him’ lam a
simple laborer; people will laugh at me if they see me with a necktie.
They will think | am pretending to be different and disrespectful.’
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in James Ferguson’s 1764 book Lectures on Select Subjects in
Mechanics, Hydrostatics, Pneumatics, and Optics.?

Starting around 1913 one could buy multiple cameras and then try to
hock them to regular]oes. It seems it was a kind of pyramid marketing
scheme by Chicago Ferrotype. Before the Great Depression it was
common for photographers, both mighty and lowly, to wander from
town to town taking photos of people and getting paid on the spot.
Unfortunately the Chicago Ferrotype Co. went out of business. No
longer able to obtain the special paper and chemicals, photographers
had to get creative. They took bellows and lenses from second-
hand cameras and mounted them on boxes with trays for all their
chemicals fitted inside*. These homemade cameras often doubled
as billboards to display their wares, the cameras themselves often
becoming what | would call craft art.

This camera turns the tables on the usual artistic photographic
process, where the image made with the camera is the “art” and the
camera itself is merely a tool, revealing that these global machines
are compelling subjects in and of themselves.

B

I called my mum from Stockholm, maybe she remembered a box as
the camera.

My mum told me she would ask my uncle. Perhaps he remembered.
She called me back later on Monday afternoon; my uncle remembered
the box and he believes it is still tucked away somewhere in the
storage place.

It took me a month to go back to Tehran. | wasn’t very optimist
about the existence of the camera since nothing was left behind
after my grandfather’s death.

I got the key to the storage place. (Picture) Put the ladder up against
the wall, still unsure that the camera would be there. But it wasn’t
hard to find it: a red box covered with a heavy layer of dust, but
in very good shape and condition. Except the lenses, everything is
still inside. Even the last picture was still inside the box - a small
portrait of a man - and a catalogue from the photography Paper
Company and the smells of chemicals; smells of the darkroom. Olof
was right: there were three paper frames to hold the paper in the
box. (Pictures)

Fkk

3. 8 Historical articles on pinhole photography, http://idea.uwosh.edu/nick/
oldarticles.htm

4. The last factory-made camera of this type is, | believe, the Jano While-U-Wait
Postcard Camera, circa 1954.
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tiniest darkroom. | cannot forget when my face gradually appeared
on the paper; the magical and delightful moment of visualization. It
was the mid-80s. | was 9 years old.

For a while, | thought it was an experimental technique that he
practiced on his day off. But | couldn’t understand the method.

The keyword of the search changed after Olof’s comments.

Street photography hadn’t helped me before, nor had homemade
instant cameras, but “Itinerant Photographer”, and - boom.

These cameras are more commonly seen in places like Brazil and
Cuba (known there as camera minutera) and in Afghanistan (camera
e Foori).? They combine a box camera with a portable processing
darkroom, employing paper negatives to, typically, make portraits in
public. Some types have the front bellows section of an old camera
attached to one end of the processing box, while other types use
an internal focusing mechanism comprised of a view screen and
film holder bracket that slides on internal metal rods (Pictures),
controlled by a focus rod from the rear of the camera. Access to
operate the camera is allowed via a tight arm sleeve. They use only
two chemical trays: developer and fixer.

A typical session might take all of 15 minutes from the posing of the
subject to a wet print.

As far as | can tell, the commercialized version of this camera is
from the early ZOth century. (Pic) The Chicago Ferrotype Co. started
making “postcard cameras” around 1913. These were direct positive
cameras. Using a sheet of paper with a blank postcard printed on
the back made an exposure, and then the paper was slid into a
single chemical bath that would completely process the print. This
provided a print without the need for a negative.

But the foundation of this machine is the pinhole camera. Light from a
scene passes through the aperture and projects an inverted image on
the opposite side of the box; this is known as the camera obscura effect.
One could say it was invented by Ibn al-Haytham (965-1040), Arab
and Persian scientist, mathematician and astronomer who was the
first to explain in his book The Book of Optics, or Kitdb al-Mandzir in
Arabic that vision occurs when light bounces off an object and then
is directed to one’s eyes. However, the oldest known description of
pinhole photography is found in the 1856 book The Stereoscope by
Scottish inventor David Brewster, including the description of the
idea as “a camera without lenses, and with only a pin-hole”. One
older use of the term ‘pin-hole’ in the context of optics is found
2. Afghan box camera project, Lukas Birk and Sean Foley, Dewi Lewis Publish-
ing, 2011
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within, to challenge the dominant narrative in immigration studies.
The one who defined immigration from East to West in a geopolitical
context and raised the argument about a movement from inside to
inside; small cities to big cities. | asked him to write how the modern
Iranian nation-state needed to construct a domestic ‘primitive’
people in order to build a Tehran-centric national culture.

| asked Pirooz Kalantari to write about grandfather’s impromptu,
easy-going and indifferent non-photographs. The relationship and
dialogue between the subjects and the camera and the playful face
of the young boy is on the verge of self-awareness. It is as if he
has just appeared before the camera and wishes to not follow the
commands just as the shutter was pressed, nothing more than that.
Charlotte Bydler helped me to articulate those travelling portraits.
The portrait photographs place themselves on a spectrum between
fiction and fact. The figures who are dressed up in the ‘Pilgrim’-
style, or as ‘Revolutionaries’, have most often been provided with
relevant backdrops. Those are at one end of the spectrum, while
the other end is populated by serious-looking men and women in
regular dress.

| don’t want to be alone. | am afraid.

e

| showed them to Svante Larsson, lecturer and photographer at
Konstfack; he didn’t know the technique. He told me to show them
to Olof Glemme, head of the art department. Svante said, “Analog
photography is his area of expertise.”

Olof looked at them, cautiously analyzed them. Put them close
to each other, arranged them in a different order than | had.
He says, “There is no negative involved in this technique.”
He says, “They are direct exposure on paper.”

He says, “Your collection is in fact a negative collection.” He says,
“The camera was strange as the edges of the pictures are not sharp.”
He says, “I think there were three frames used for holding the paper,
judging from the dissimilar shapes of the edges on the photos.”
324 negative pictures, printed on paper. | didn’t know the technique.
Even when | was a kid and worked every so often in my grandfather’s
tiny photography shop in Emamzadeh Hassan during the summers,
| didn’t see this technique. He had a medium-format Mamiya camera
and a small photocopy machine. The minuscule shop didn’t have
enough space for more equipment. | took my first picture with that
camera. It was a self-portrait. He helped me develop the negative
and then print it on paper and develop it under red light in the
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Grandma’s cousin Mansureh, Ahmad Bozorgnia, Khadije Amirbeigi,
Gholam Amirbeigi, Soghra Amirbeigi, Manijeh Rahmani, Gholam
Nouruzi, Ruhangiz Nouruzi, Mahmud Rahmani, Abbas Amirbeigi,
Hossein Amirbeigi, Zeynab, Esmaiel, Masumeh, Heidar Nouruzi,
Mahin Akbari, Karim Moghadam, a neighbor Mostafa, Ahmad,
Ramezan, Barat, Morad, Akbar, Mr. Marashi...

She recognized many of the locations around the city:

Emamzadeh Davoud, Teymouri Street, Mahnaz Street, Salar Street,
Sina Street, Emamzadeh Hassan, Toupkhaneh (The Armory behind
City Hall), Bagh e Meli behind Shahrbani (the police headquarters)
and Dezashib.

| cannot sleep. | hate it.

| cannot just go in this direction and simplify the expected narrative
about or by a poor working-class community.

I can call it “Arousing Obscura Through Pinholes”

But what about my fears, uncertainty and alienation?

| can call it “Insomnia: Arousing Obscura Through Pinholes”
Fantasy is the best! Passing through a pinhole to enter the new
world - a wonderland.

I would like to find an exit.

Or | can call it “The Life of an Itinerant, Through a Pinhole” and bring
in my grandfather Gholamreza Amirbegi’s agency as an itinerant
photographer; his walks through the city from the south to the north.
| would like to show my grandfather in partisan costume,
phantasmagoria of pilgrimage, the masculinity of the laborers, the
gazes in the faces, just the faces, a bunch of kids, the vertical, the
horizontal...

I am trying to escape, to get away from expected narratives; | want to
show the love for Hindi films. | want to show their love of partisans
and colonial British films. | love to show their phantasmagorias.
Those cinematic phantasmagorias that gave hope to people by
letting them know about somewhere else, something else, elseness,
and the places with different characters from here and now, the
places filled with adventures, love, fantasies and excitement.

| want to get rid of this feeling of uncertainty. | want to take leave of
fear and depression. | want to hide all my anxieties by using texts
and concepts, by using this text, by writing it down. By calling it
“Arousing Obscura: An Itinerant Life, Through the Pinhole”. | need
help to do so. | cannot do it alone.

| got help from Shahram Khosravi to write about immigration from
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other districts.

Since the Qajar king Shah Aga Mohammad Khan proclaimed
Tehran the capital of Iran in 1796, immigration to the city has risen
continuously to 600 000 annually in recent years - it is as if a small
city joins Tehran each year. In fact, these are the people who have
built Tehran. Through their beliefs and sense of class belonging,
they helped form the city’s social and political identity.

But still, the acknowledged representation of Tehran and Tehrani
(people from Tehran) is subsumed within the representation of the
bourgeoisie and a middle class identity. This one-way exemplification
has had profound and overt effects on contemporary art before and
after the 1979 Revolution.

It is easy to follow those questions regarding class identity and the
lack of acknowledgment of the working class community and offer a
new Marxist narrative in relation to labor and working-class political
identity to describe the embeddedness within the capitalist society.
Well! Perhaps | am practicing it. But | think it is extremely plausible
to rebuild a leftist fetish narrative and romanticize poverty with its
own historical material. Perhaps it would be an over-simplification
if | just asked, “Why don’t we know about the migrant working-class
while at the same time we know everything about them?”

Perhaps the more appropriate question could be, “How do we know
everything about them?” or “How can we simply recognize them?
My answer could be simple, “We are them! | am one of them!” Or a
more precise formulation would be, “I was one of them!” And this
could be one of the reasons for my Insomnia. | am scared.

What is the fear? What is this uncertainty? Is it lack of self-confidence?
Is it because of the distance that | feel from my new social
positionality? Is it from being in the permanent state of liminality
and being an itinerant?

How can | define the power of one picture that is able to draw you
out of your phantasmagoria?

It is not just a picture; it is my mother in a room, acting out a scene
from a Hindi film. Her face is painted red in order to balance the
light of the photograph.

| sat with my mother the other day; we reviewed all the pictures
together. She recognized some of the faces and names:

Herself, Jahanbakh Amirbeigi, Jahangi Amirbeigi, Azam, Hassan
Vafamanesh and his wife, Rajab Akbari, Ghlamhossein Amirbeigi,
Maliheh Akbari, Mahnaz Amirbeigi, Grandma, Farideh Akbari,
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| cannot sleep. | hate it.

This project is killing me; forcing me to incessantly search for my
claims, my attitude, my ideas, my hopes and myself.

| am not sure what triggers my insomnia. Is it caused by these
historical materials that | am rummaging through, or is it simply
because | am tired?

The entire project, of course,’ is about class identity - a classic
paradigm.

Light can be shed on some of the more obvious points; ones that |
already have illuminated in my mind:

- The social and political presentation of the identity of a particular
social group from the history of the city of Tehran.

- The absence of representation of this political and social identity in
the realm of contemporary arts in Iran.

| have my hypotheses regarding the second argument:

The point of departure for contemporary art in Iran was the royal
family’s initiative of founding the Tehran Museum of Contemporary
Art. The Museum owes its identity to a collection of works by Western
art masters: Francis Bacon, Mark Rothko, Jackson Pollock etc,etc..
The celebrating of the collection as a treasure. It is formally called
“The Museum Treasury”.

This is a short story about how art became treasure in the name of
contemporary art.

The relationship between art and politics in Iran didn’t go beyond the
fashionable and colorful characteristics of pop art and pop artists.
Contemporary art became the realm of the bourgeoisie, perhaps like
it did everywhere else.

Perhaps | am doing the same thing here, in this show, by turning the
life of immigrants - a working class community from the mid 50¢ to
60° - into a commodity.

This is the story of the life of a people who migrated to Tehran
after the Second World War, a migration that continued until 1956
due to the effects of war and the subsequent economic devastation
and epidemic bankruptcy of smaller cities. This particular group of
people migrated from Maimeh, a small city halfway between Kashan
and Isfahan in the center of the Iranian plateau. They found a place
to live in Tehran’s southwest District 17 - near Emamzadeh Hassan,
the most populated district in Tehran with 4 times the population of

1. A friend of mine once said to me: don’t of course me. Perhaps she meant
there is no such a thing as a crystal clear story. Or maybe she meant the obvi-
ousness was not obvious to her, or that we cannot take anything for granted.
Regardless of her point, let’s not of course each other.
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She asks, “Do you like them?” “They are amazing!” | replied.

This conversation took place years ago, after my grandmother saw
my enthusiasm for a few negative photographs she showed me in
one of her family albums.

She disappeared and returned a few minutes later with an old plastic
bag full of negative dark photographs printed on paper.

She says: These are your grandfather’s photos.

She says: | wanted to throw them away.

She says: | cannot recognize the people in them.

She says: Their faces are so dark.

She says: You can keep them.

This happened almost 10 years ago. Since then | have been looking
at these photographs, touching them and keeping them in a shoebox
instead of an old plastic bag, like a proper archive. (Pic)

Perhaps this story could be the point of departure for the whole project.
But | cannot sleep. This project is killing me. It is forcing me to

dig into what it means to be me, into the known unknown, the
unknown known.
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