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OCIAL UPHEAVALS and revolulionary struggles often give rise to innova-
tive forms of political artistic expression. In order to build “insurgent
consciousness,” this art talks back to power, subverts its authority, and
proposes alternative, oppositional ways of thinking and behavior.! In times
of turmoil, when hegemony is at best constricted, this art engages in the con-
struction ol new symbols, countermyths, and, ultimately, new meanings.
The political posters that were produced and disseminated during
the Islamic Revolution in Iran were no exception. Created by arlists commit-
ted to the Revolution, these posters clearly set out to redefine social values
and norms, and to produce what Frangois Fubert has called "a new mys-
tique,” at once liberating and envisioning a blissful future.” As the Shah’s
authority diminished, engaged artists produced posters whose iconography
opposed and inverted ideas and images that supported the status gquo. Not
just a secondary reflection of the revolutionary movement, these posters
played a vital role in the struggle for change and in the articulation of col-
lective ideology. In this sense, the Revolution and its arl were mutaally con-
stitutive.
The revolution marked a defining moment in Tran’s maodern history.
Occurring in a period relatively [ree of the heavy hand of both the pre- and
the post-1979 governments, the Revolution and its art produced multiple
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layers of meanings and iconographies. These multiple iconographies bridged
the literary with the visual, the past with the present, the sacred with the pro-
fane, the modern with the traditional, and the national with the international.
As will be seen, these multiple meanings defy all reductive explanations of
the Revolution as purely “lslamic” and challenge the stereotypical view of
Islam as iconoclastic.

The rele of political posters in the Iranian revolulion has been
addressed in a number ol scholarly studies.* Generally, the studies [ocus on
how these posters combine two graphic styles, the one local and the other
international, the one “traditional” and the other “modern.” In this way, they
view the Iranian revolutionary poster as emblematic of the hybrid, postmod-
ern character of emergent cultural formations in Iran. As Michael ). Fischer

and Mehdi Abedi have suggested,

The revolutionary posters of the Iranian revolution .. vividly
articulate the cultural interrelerences of modern Iran, bringing
together on the one hand traditional graphic traditions of the
Persian miniature, of murals used as props by epic storytellers,
and of calligraphic and arabesque design, and on the other hand
an international third-world revolutionary modernist graphic
lineage that dates back via the Cuban revolution to the Russian
revolution. Often dilferent posters fit into one or the other
tradition. But not infrequently, these twe traditions come
together in brilliantly powerful condensations, or in equally
powerful disseminations (in which two sets of meanings do not
fuse but remain in creative tension generating dilferent chains of

associations).?

In what follows, T will Lell a somewhar different story of the Tranian

revolutionary poster. Focusing on its multiple iconographies, [ will attempt
to highlight the very diversity and richness of the revolutionary culture, its
ruptures and continuities, and its unresclved contradictions. Although the
Revolution culminated in an Islamic state—that is, the self-proclaimed
authentic embodiment of pure Islam—its impetus and motivations, and,
accordingly, it iconography, images and messages, were multifarious.

Three posters provide a point of departure lor our examinarion. All
three make direct appeals to action by defying power, subverting authority,
and inverting icons as a means to authorize oppositional ways ol thinking
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and behavior. For example, in one poster the Shah’ oil regime becomes a
weapon of its own destruction, as an oil derrick stands in for the hilt of a dag-
ger plunging through the United States-supported Pahlavi crown. [Fig. 24]
Another poster suggests that in order Lo create a better future, it is necessary
for people 10 be active and 1o take risks in the present. [Fig. 25] Here, the
revolution is visualized as a red arrow that will arrive at the gates of a bliss-
[ul future, exemplified in the poster by a red sun. However, what must pre-
cede this destiny is an arduous struggle against three obstinate forces, repre-
sented by three columns. The revolutionary arrow has already broken
through the first column on which the Pablavi crown stands perilously. The
second column is marked “internal reaction” and upholds a silhouette of the
Shah’s profile. Uncle Sam’s hal sits atop the third column that is labeled
“imperialism.” Another poster juxtaposes a photograph of a crowd of people
with a huge outline of a hand that is about to propel a spherical American
Nag out of the frame of the image. [Fig. 26] A bright destiny is implied for
these demonstrating masses, rendering their painlul present as relative and
temporary, provided, as the text printed in red states, that they “continue the
Revolution ... until the [total] termination of plundering.”

[t is interesting to note that the Islamic Republican Party issued the
first and third posters described above. Yet neither of them, nor the second,
makes any explicit reference to Islamic imagery. Nor do they make specifi-
cally religious claims. Fmploying typtcal third-world anticolonial imagery,
they link the Iranian Revolution with similar struggles elsewhere in the
world.”

However, the revolutionary poster,‘ like the revolutionary culture it
helped comstitute, is, as mentioned, multifaceted and diverse, with multiple
iconographies. Neither the poster nor the revolution itsell can be explained
away merely in terms of the “secular,” nor can they be dismissed as simply
“religious.” In many instances Islamic imagery was harnessed to the task of
nurturing and sustaining an “insurgent consciousness.” As a primary marker
of cultural authenticity, Islam provided a host ol visual symbols to stimulate
a struggle for political emancipation and national liberation.

One poster vividly demonstrates how the revolutionary artists often
conflated themes of third-world anti-colonial struggles with religious sym-
bolism. |Fig. 43] As the logo at the lower right clearly indicates, this poster
was issued by the movement of The Peopie’s Mojahedin (Mojahedin-e Khalg),
which was “the first ranian organization to develop systematically a modern
revolutionary interpretation of Islam.™ The poster depicts a disembodied,
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Fig. 43.

Poster with a chained hand.
c. 1970-79.

35x 23 in. (88.9 x 58.4 cm).

ched fist freeing itself from the chains of bondage. The fist represents the
‘empowering agency of Allah, whose name is inscribed in the veins of the
srearm. Encircled miniature portraits of Imam Khomeini and Dr. Ali
hari‘ati hover in the upper and lower left corners. Both these men, albeit for
ally different reasons and motivations, helped transform Shiite Islam into
‘worldly and a third-worldly program for anti-colonial struggle and national
beration.” Overlapping religious and anti-colonial, Marxist iconographies
revealed in the slogan at the bottom of the poster, which reads: “towards
classless tawhidi society.” An Islamic term for monotheism, tawhid is also a
olutionary neologism that came to mean “unitary” and, by extension,
“classless.” The poster thus makes visual the connection between a
“monotheistic Islamic society and a classless Marxist society.

Another striking example of how Islamic iconography subverts
er is found in a poster commemorating Zeinab. [Fig. 27] The daughter
Ali, the first Shiite Imam, and sister of Hossein, the third Imam, Zeinab is
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best known for her leadership role following the historic battle of Ka
680 A.D. The battle of Karbala, which has a deep ontological mean
Shiites, was waged between Hossein, representing the Household
Prophet (ahl-e beit), and the Umayyad Caliph Yazid. After the
Hossein and seventy-two of his companions, Zeinab assumed the |
of the women and children who were taken prisoner to the court
Caliph Yazid in Damascus. Zeinab “kept the survivors of Karbala &
and maintained the message of Husayn until the [ailing] fourth I
recovered and could assume political leadership.™ The poster thus urg
all Tranian women emulate Zeinab’s heroic and steadfast leadership in t
of crisis and despair. '

Interestingly, in the poster the figure of Zeinab is depicted i
ative—as a white silhouette—with her thrusting, clenched fist sh.
simplified bright-red-and-green form representing the palace and
Yazid. Contained within Zeinab’s silhouette is a crowd of cont
veiled Iranian women collectively assuming her identity. These wo
their white faces emerging from a field of black chadors—also raise
and, more significantly, become visible only through the simu
absence and presence of white-shrouded Zeinab. The poster graphically
veys what these contemporary women are expected to do: like Ze
must destroy the palace and crown of “Yazid of their own age” (
zaman), the Pahlavi Shah. As Chelkowski and Dabashi point out in
to this same poster, “the smashed crown ... is as much Yazid’s as the S

Zeinab’s iconography not only induces women actively to ¢
power, it also tells them exactly how they can do so. An inscription at the
tom of the poster reads: “Zeinab, Oh spokesperson of Ali”; to the left i
convoy of camels and white-shrouded women, each carrying a baby ¢
advancing toward the palace of Yazid. While a prisoner in Yazids
Zeinab spoke out defiantly against the caliph’s tyranny, keeping alive the
sage of Imam Hossein. Thus, the caravan that took Zeinab and the
Karbala prisoners to Damascus came to be known in Shiite popular i
tion as karvan-e tabligh-e Karbala—*“the caravan of the propagation
tragedy] of Karbala.”'! To oppose power, therefore, implied reve
tyrannical nature of the Shah’s regime, that is, to speak out against the I
monarchy. In this way, each and every devoted Iranian woman beco
Zeinab and thus symbolically joins the convoy of prisoners to Dam

Yet Zeinab’s story can only be fully grasped within the broa
text of the Karbala paradigm: that is, the story of the martyrdom suffe
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Imam Hossein and seventy-two companions on the plains of Karbala. The
focus of this story, as Michael Fischer explained, “is the emotionally potent
theme of corrupt and oppressive tyranny repeatedly overcoming (in this
world) the steadfast dedication to pure truth; hence its ever-present, latent,
political potential to frame or clothe contemporary discontents.”"
Accordingly, since 1963, Khomeini and other like-minded oppositionists had
often articulated their struggle against the Pahlavi monarchy as a reenactment
of the battle of Karbala; they assumed the righteous role of Hossein, and the
Shah was portrayed as the usurper Yazid. This metaphorical paradigm
reached a climax during the Revolution, when Iranians were called upon to
emulate their martyred Imam—to follow in his footsteps and be willing to
shed blood for the Revolution."

Indeed, images of martyrdom feature prominently in revolutionary
posters. Their representations embody a two-fold objective: to commemorate
the fallen and to sanctify the loss of life by those engaged in the revolution-
ary struggle. Jay Winter, in his study of the practices of commemoration and
mourning in Europe during and after the Great War, suggested, “however
‘modern’ the Great War was, its immediate repercussion was to deepen and
not transform older languages of loss and consolation.”** This, Winter notes,
provided a way of remembering that enabled the bereaved to live with their
losses, and perhaps to leave them behind. In a
sense, revolutionary posters likewise can be
seen as modern sites of commemoration,
which invoke “traditional” motifs and images
about sacrifice and death as a means of helping
survivors cope with their loss and trauma. For
example, one poster reproduces a black-and-
white headshot of a young man, apparently
killed in the anti-Shah struggle. The photo-
graph is embellished with a Koranic verse say-
ing that God prefers the mojahed—in this case,
a holy martyr—to “those who desist.” [Fig. 44]
In death, Mohammed Bazargani, a member of

Fig. 44. Poster of a martyred member
of the Mojahedin. c. 1980-88.
14 x 10 in. (35.6 x 25.4 cm).
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the Mojahedin-e Khalq who was slain in the revolution, assumes the stature
ol an “Islamic martyr” (mojahed shahid). In a search for comfort, then, older
motifs were combined with recent ones, taking on new meanings.

Another poster provides similar comlort and consolation. [Fig. 29]
On the right, a kneeling man dressed in black is shot, and then falls,
drenched in blood, clasping a red tulip. His [all is shown in a series of four
freeze frames. Covered with blood, he is in the end prostrate, blending in
with the blood-red ground in a kind of a mystical union. Tn martyrdom he
achieves unity, the ulumate goal of the mystical quest. Significantly, the tulip
is a familiar metaphor in Persian Sufi allegorical poetry, associated with the
bloed of lovers shed in the quest for the Beloved. This helps explain why “the
tulip has become the icon of martyrdom for the Islamic Republic, and it is
one of the most omnipresent symbaols in the republic’ visual arts.”'” In sum,
spiritualist representations of martyrdom helped Iranians to come to terms
with their losses in the Revolution, just as “spiritualist communien” of a simi-
lar kind reached a high point in the period of the 1914~19 18 war in Europe '

A caption along the bottom left of the poster indicates that it was
produced in conjunction with an exhibition on the Islamic Revolution that
was held when the Hosseinivyeh-e Ershad seminary reopened. Interestingly,
the event was organized in collaboration with the students of the Fine Arts
College at the University of Tehran. This exhibition celebrating the seminary
reopening thus exemplifies the multifarious culture ol the Revolution—one
that bridges the particular with the universal, the “secular” with the “reli-
gious,” the national with (he Islamic. Founded in 1964, Hosseiniyyeh-e
Ershad seminary marked a crucial development in the process of forming
and popularizing modern Shiite views that were later incorporated into the
“Islamic” teachings of the revolution,'™ l.ecturers at this institution, such as
Ali Shart‘ati, included many of those who helped articulate a modern Islamic
ideology. Hosseiniyyeh-e Ershad was eventually closed down by the Shah%
regime. On the other hand, the University of Tehran, which was inaugurated
in 1934, has been identified, even alter 1979, as the bastion of the Pahlavi
monarchy’s type of Westernized modernization.™ This coming together of
two seemingly conflicting institutions of learning demonstrates that the cul-
ture ol the revolution was the product not ol the exceptionality of “Islam,”
but rather ol the dialectical accommodalion and selective appropriation of
indigenous and exogenous, “Eastern” and “Western,” national and interna-
tional influences. Thus, all reductive explanations of the Revolution as strict-

iv “lslamic”™ are, at best, insullicient.
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Fig. 45. Poster with a clenched fist. 1980.
31 x 24 in. (78.7 x 61.2 cm).

A poster commemorating the first anniversary of the Revolution
encapsulates in a remarkable manner the complex hybrid culture of the rev-
olution. [Fig. 45] In it the national and the international, Iranian particular-
ism and Islamic universalism, are all enmeshed to the point where they
constitute a single discursive field. Dominating the poster is an enormous,
simplified clenched fist containing within itself a photograph of a mass of
demonstrators, also with raised fists. The text in red, superimposed in both

a7
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Persian and Cnglish over the fist, congratulates “all Muslims and oppressed
people [sic] of the world, and all Iranian brothers and sisters on the first
anniversary of the Islamic Revolution of Iran.” The Koranic verse running along
the top alludes 1o the victory ol “trith” (hagy, i.e. the Revolution) over “false-
hood™ (hatel, i.¢. (he enemies of the Revolution, internal as well as external).

The poster, then, makes its appeal far beyond Tranian borders, to
embrace “all Muslims and oppressed people of the world.” At the same time,
however, its primary frame of reference remains wedded to the conception of
the Tranian nation as embodied in the masses who are shown to have carried
out the “Islamic Revolution of tran.” The poster confronts “global oppression”
and, more specifically, oppression against Muslims anywhere. Yet at the same
time it bears a distinctly Tranian message: the community it denotes, and
inculcates pride in, is clearly limited to the boundaries of modern-day Tran.
Indeed, in this poster lran assumes the role of a “redeemer nation.™'¢
Compared with other nations, Iran alone possesses the special leadership
qualities required to bring about the liberation of the worlds oppressed.
Significantly, this conflation of nationalist, Islamicist, and internationalist
concerns can also be seen in many posters commemorating May Day in the
early years of the Islamic Republic of Iran.?"

Yet revolutions are also—nperhaps principally—siruggles over mem-
ory. A revolution requires *more than a cult of saints,” writes Matl K. Matsuda
about the meaning ol the toppling of the Vendome Columan in Paris in 1871
Il reqquired war on the memories of the old order ... [H]Jumanity would be
possible only when such memories were destroyed, the old lorms and ves-
tiges crumbling as their props were pulled down.”' In the Iranian
Revolution, 100, the commitment to break with the past provided a founda-
tion upon which to build a new society, Like the Paris Commune in 1871,
the Iranian revolutionaries of the 1970s “sought to exorcise the past in the
name of the future.” Accordingly, they set out to eradicate the hegemonic
historical narrative of the Pahlavi monarchy by creating a counter-historical
narrative that was ideally structured to fit the new teleclogy of the revolution.
Thus, while pivotal *“moments” in the master commemorating narrative of
the ancient regime—such as the launching of the White Revolution in 1963,
the Shahs self-coronation in 1967, and the 2,500th anniversary of the
Persian monarchy in 197 1—were abolished, new ones were created in their
place. Not surprisingly, revolutionary posters were harnessed to this task of

inculcating a restructured historical awareness.
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One clear example is a poster tommemorating the uprising of
Fifieenth of Khordad (June 5) 1963, when Khomeini was arrested lor lead-
ing protests againsi (he Shah’s White Revolution, In the course of this uprising
the authorities quelled resistance among the religious studengs in the central
Feiziyya seminary in Qom, and a number of students jost their lives 2* [Fig.
30] Positioned on the right within the outline of the country silhouetied
against a black field the figure of Khomein; Is seen addressing a crowd in
1863, inciting the Masses Lo protest nationwide. On the lefi, disembodied
arms holding rifles alof provide a vispal epresentation of this king of resist-
ance. Yet this poster was not intended merely 1o commemorate an isolated
event. Rather, it attemptled to create, retrospectively, a meta-narragive of
lranian history (hat was stmilar to that of the Pahlavis’ only in form, “imbed-
ded in secular time, with all irs implications of continuity™* In terms of con.
tent, however, this revolutionary narrative recounted a very differeng story,
The hl'sroriography produced by the Shah viewed the years of the White
Revolution as times of majestic power and benevoleni modernization. Thay
of the revolutionaries did not- “The Fifteenih of Khordad [is] the starting
point of the reval; {diyam),” states the Inscription at the botrom of the poster,
and with it there tmetges an entirely difleren: narrative of the White
Revolution. 11 is 5 narrative that draws a direct line between the 1963 upris-
ing and the Islamic Revolution, and so i tells a story of witer disenchantmeny
with the Shahk Program ol modernization. In the final analysis, post-1063
Iranian history becomes g story of uninterrupted resistance leading 10 and
through the Revelution of 1979 4 neat, linear, and Progressive historical
narrative of revolution, with a promusing beginning and fulfilling ending, dis-
placed that of the Shah. “Not mere rage nor effacement of symbols was tak-
ing place, but a sacred transition, of hoth political and spiritual legitimacy, "

Yet the counter-narrative of the revolution reached jis (teleodlogical
conclusion only with the official date commemorating the triumph of the
Islamic Revolution. The date chosen for this momenious oceasion was 22
Bahman (February 11) 1979, the day when the last stronghold of resistance
of the Shahk regime was overcome. Another poster, for exampie, proclaims
22 Bahman *the day of the victory of the Islamic Revolution of Irap » [tig.
23] In it a buljet is shown in five stages, at the top mostly white and the
remaining four Progressively covered with blood. The image implies that vic-
tory was achieved with the blood of the people; that the Revoluiion, to echo
Ayatollah Khomeinis famous words. represents the quintessentia] “triumph
of bleod over the sword, ™"

el
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The posters analysed here provide visual testimony to the wealth and
heterogeneity of the Revolution’s cultural, and social, and political concerns,
Drawing on traditional Shiite sources, they also equally incorporate ideas
from a variety of other sources, including Marxism, to fashion a militant, sub-
versive, and sometimes contradictory political message. This ideology, as we
have seen, focused not on issues of scripture and theology, but on immedi-
ate, local, and global grievances and needs. Within this context, 22 Bahman
marked a turning point in the history of political posters in Iran, because it
triggered a process that resulted in the formation of a centralized state under:
the leadership and control of the Islamic current. Henceforth, and especially
after the brutal monopolization of power by Khomeini’s people in June 1981,
all political socialization came under the direct and exclusive control of the
state. Political posters bearing the stamp of the Islamic Republic have another
fascinating story to tell. Suffice it to note that, though created under the
purview of an “Islamic regime,” they are as complex and multiple in their
imagery and iconography as the earlier posters discussed in this essay. A
series ‘of Warhol-esque posters of leading Iranian clerics, including
Khomeini, produced by the Islamic government of Iran in the 1980s, is one
vivid example of this. [Fig. 31] They confirm the view that political symbols
expressing the ideals and principles of the new order draw on a variety of
sources, indigenous and exogenous, and cannot be subsumed under a rigid
and inflexible category of “Islamic fundamentalism.” Perhaps there is more cul-
tural pluralism in the Islamic Republic of Iran than has been acknowledged.
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