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ing, motion pictures, music and literature. When I read
that her paintings are compared to the works of Tobe

Abbas Daneshvari is Professor of Art History
and Chair of the Department of Art at Califor-
nia State University, Los Angeles. He is the Edi-
tor in Chief for Islamic Art and Architecture of
Mazda Publishers, Inc. and the editor of several
collective publications.

When I first saw Farideh Lashai’s paintings, my immedi-
ate reaction was visceral and not intellectual. The furthest
thing from my mind was to offer an intellectual analysis.
I remember that I felt at a loss for words because, for
once, it was easier for me to submit myself emotionally
to the paintings than to explain them. I puzzled, “Where
do I find the words to express the lyrical complexity of
her art?”” I found myself fearful of retreating into art his-
torical analysis and thus, at least to my own mind, con-
taminating, and limiting the infinity of my feelings about
her works. I knew then that the best words to illuminate
her productions were poems. Poems as lyrical as her can-
vases—poems that would run parallel to her paintings,
just as her videos emotionally complement and elucidate
the vastness of her painted imagery.

Lashai’s depictions of nature are breathtaking. Her
landscapes are both beautiful and terrifying.! Abstract,
gestural and often hermeneutically violent, they are ex-
quisite and inviting (figures 1-5). Grace is the distinguish-
ing quality of her works. Farideh Lashai’s paintings are
cleatly the result of an undeniable authenticity, of her
refusal to be meretricious. This explains why her undeci-
pherable landscapes feel familiar and heartfelt. The mass
of colours and lines in her paintings murmur a primor-
dial poetry that renders her scenes sublime. Her videos
projected onto paintings formulate new aesthetic ap-
proaches and dissolve the dividing lines between paint-

and Twombly, I feel the travesty of justice to the scope
of her art. I do not mean to be supercilious about either
Tobey or Twombly as I admire their work, but it is much
too abstract to evoke such feelings. Lashai’s trees, for ex-
ample, are almost sentient (the notion of pathetic fallacy
does not apply here).> She has captured their lives rather
than simply express how she feels about them. This is a
distinguishing factor when comparing them to the works
of the American abstract expressionists, who are ulti-
mately to be understood more by the force of theory
than nature herself.

Appropriations

But I am a historian and analysis, after all, to coin a
phrase from Lashai’s Rabbit in Wonderland, is my rabbit
hole. So, let me begin with her appropriations of Manet’s
Luncheon on the Grass (Déjenner sur 'herbe), painted in 1862-
63 and considered the second most scandalous paint-
ing in the Salon des Refusés exhibition of 1863. The first
was James Abott McNeill Whistler’s The White Girl (later
renamed Symphony in White number 7). Almost everyone
who writes about Manet discusses the outrageous quality
of the painting, after Zola’s shock and his subsequent
critique of Luncheon regarding the presence of a nude

Farideh Lashai's paintings are clearly the result

of an undeniable authenticity, of her refusal to be
meretricious. This explains why her undecipher-
able landscapes feel familiar and heartfelt. The
mass of colours and lines in her paintings mur-
mur a primordial poetry that renders her scenes
sublime. Her videos projected onto paintings for-
mulate new aesthetic approaches and dissolve the
dividing lines between painting, motion pictures,

music and literature.
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and a rather realistically rendered woman picnicking with
two fully dressed men. Howevet, the shock of Mir\im ;
Luncheon was far more essential than his unreas ;S
assemblage. Luncheon’s shock came from how it OHZ :
mined the Truth-centered values of the old Worﬁin CZ
hgd metamorphosed the gods into modern men Iztm'
within this context of change, from one pers ecu" o
anor_hq, that Jeff Koons also appropriated I\;Iznet’:? -
agery in 1_985. Thus I would like to show that whethlm_
the artst is conscious ot not of this svrnbolisn,l the N
propriation of Manet’s Luncheon in various for’mﬁ ap(;
techmgues by Farideh Lashai should be re:;d a\ndka?:l
analysis, seen as the quintessential sign of Iran’s str’u Tf
fo'r a new identity. In fact, the collective of the a grg :
priated images signal Iran’s aesthetic independenc pfp 5
the European empire of modernism. e

To clgrlf_v. the above point, let us remember that to
propriate is both to acknowledge an earlier value and a?f ;
to reinterpret and restructure the original for a differenot
E}?;tiz; 2:31' esftftmg. Tq appropriate also acknowledges
€Ision is not complete and needs to be

su i
pplemented and, at times, even supplanted. Manet’s

eon on I./If (;)ﬂ‘.‘ was an ()I)l n ()f l{ llael
1 4%77&/1\/'76 appr riatio ap

Raimondi’s Judgement of Pari.

: _ g 7is. By s
d(f)lngg, Manet capsised and deconstructed the mes}sag(e)
Ot the appropriated work. Last but not least, appropria-

d . . ;
on undermines the cherished notion of an originary

I.—Farideh Lashaei, Untitled (2002),
oil on canvas, 200x200 cm, private collection, Tehran.
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. . .
nd renders all ideas and forms as copies of copies—of

cou C . ;
1se, diegetic copies, subject to open—ended herme-
neutical constructs,

Let’ us begin with Lashai’s three appropriations of Ma-
net’s Luncheon on the Grass, painted in 1863.> Luncheon sio-
naled a phenomenal change in the outlooks and tastes (;gf
the western world, especially the shift from a Truth-cen-
tered world of gods (symbolised by their classical signs)
to t.he human-centred (nihilistic) world of men. Above
al_J It communicated the bravado of modern man and
his ability to shape the course of events and the life of
all men on the planet. Supetficially, Manet’s painting was
seen as a mockery of art as the poet Antonin Proust’s re-
port regarding the “howls of laughter” that were “heard
from Manet’s canvases a mile away” indicated. Others
expressed vigorous disdain of its lurid theme. However, | |
Luncheon was audacious not because of the presence of 5 |
ngde female (of not so classical proportions) picnicking f
with two dressed, contemporary Parisians, but because ’
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- Frideh Lashai, Untitled (20006),
oil on canvas, 100x100 cm,
private collection, Tehran.
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it undermined and deconstructed the role of tradi-
tion, gods and all other authoritative structures. Ma-
net’s composition was an appropriation of the feast (ot
the picnic) of the gods of the ancient wotld (figure 4).
As was the custom of the Christian theologians, these
same gods were usurped by Christianity and symbol-
ised Christian ideals. We may thus easily conclude that
Manet had kept the female nude, either consciously ot
unconsciously, so as to maintain the work’s iconogtraph-
ic connection to its profoundly meaningful historical
precedents, namely the gods of the Judgment of Paris. Of
course, at the time of Manet, the Judgment of Paris by Ra-
phael was lost. However a tapestry copy of the original
by Marcantonio Raimondi was available for viewing at
the Louvre. Eatlier sculptures of the two festive gods
and their female companion wete also extant in a few
other European locations. By approptiating the Judgment
of Paris, Manet was te-interpreting the notion of gov-
ernance as earthly rather than divine and metaphysical.
He was erasing the Olympian light of authority and in-
vesting the banal and the daily with the powers that be.
In Manet, gods become men, ordinary contemporary
men. He was disdained because he had overturned his-
tory and pointed out the anachronisms of the Truth-
centered beliefs and worlds. We know that this was
Manet’s teleology as he also communicated the same
message in Ofympia (based on Titian’s Veenus of Urbino
and clearly a reworking of Goya’s Naked Maja) and also
in his painting The Balkony (based on Goya’s Majas on the
Balcony). These reveal his obsession to capsise history’s
myths and to transform them into modern and con-
temporary realities. In Manet, there is a shift from the
metaphysical and the ideal to the earthly and the banal.

Lashai’s approptiations of Manet’s Luncheon take place on
2 number of levels. In one, Manet’s work is projected
onto one of her gestural paintings. The gestural acts are
far starker than the faded projection of Manet’s Luncheon.
This juxtaposition takes Manet’s work across the nine-
teenth and into the twenty-first century. Of course, his-
tory has a way of piling layers upon layers, collaging ran-
domly and without any preordained plans. Now a new

3- Frideh Lashai, Untitled, from the Trees series (2011),
oil, acrylic and pencil on canvas, 170x150 cm,
private collection, Tehran.
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Cdol muliln;mn is bzought into Manet’s Lancheon that only time
ave made possible. Yet, th imilati

. s . ese assimilatio
time do relegate the : i

4 work to the uncanny and th
rious. Moreover, it all i g s

. - ows Lashai, through such
subjective and emoti : almg Cmti

onal acts, to claim Manet’
- : anet’s work as
5 (Z\x;r‘l..lnhiothe}r contemporary terms, as Woody Allen
;‘,fi, ie: dnzn s ?rﬂhant shott story, The Kugglemass Episode,
g of a story becomes a par :

' 3 tof the te d
reader is forever inj i . s i
s jected into the story. I i
s : story. In another version
al projects animated photographs of Iranian fioure

arranged after Manet’s, against a landsca otch,

ng pe that is remotely
reminiscent of Van Gogh’s Starry Night. The lower pa(r)tti)i"

the painting is filled with Persian writing which indicates

the shift : oo
shift in the context of its significance. At the centre

is a tre i
ne Ofch ;:afhltﬁg up t;) the sky. Is Lashai referencing the
t the navel of earth? Th i
? The work binds e d
west, past and present, a i iy
, and above all, it co i
sense of the universali ’ eneed e
: ty of symbols experi
time zones and cultural aphi iy
ral geographies. M,
. Most of all, as Ma-
net usurped the ancient odern
models and made th
et B S ade them modern,
ai has taken European models and Persianised them

This poi i
point can be made clear in our discussion of the

third and the most sionifi
i an gnificant of the three i
tions of Manet’s Luncheon. 1n this case Lasha?plirso P;l:)l—

4- Frideh Lashai, Unsitled, f;
: 5 , from the Caspi, i
oil and pencil on canvas, 120x140 cm. i
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Brsz'z/é‘jézrf at the Park Mellat. The characters though con
ppsmonaﬂy after_ Manet’s Luncheon, are now wholly Ir:
nian; and the setting, by the virtue of the inscription h:
also become Iranian (figure 6). E

"}ghus, if Manet’s Luncheon signaled the end of the ol
N al;r(i)pe and the_ bf:gmning of a new Europe, then Las
nal, by appropriating Manet’s Luncheon and Persianisin
it, mgna}s the end of Europe in Iran and the begi nin‘
of Iramgn_aesthetic self-determinism. As I have ﬁd ii
appropriations are reinventions and reinterpretations ’oJ‘
the appropriated, then they signal a change in the cours
of history and they signal a change in the defining value:
and perspectives of the appropriator’s time. The transt
formations of ancient gods into modern men and the
transfc_)r.mati_on of those modern men into Iranian folk i
an exciting sign of Iran’s artistic liberation and freedom

;enc(;e(()i a p;hotpgraphic image of two young Iranian men

ne Iranian woman (wrapped by i
e (W y 2 mantle), a;

a background of Inscriptions that repeat th)e pgh‘qj;:sset

trom Europe. Manet certainly reversed the order of cau-

sation from gods to men and Lashai has reversed it from
European to Iranian.



5- Frideh Lashai, Untitled, from the Pomegranates series (2004),
oil and charcoal on canvas, 150x100 cm,
Credit Suisse Collection, Dubai
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Nature versus Being

The contrast between Lashai’s vision of nature and her
view of beings is revealing. Nature in her paintings is
abstract, sensuous, mysterious, unfathomable, open and
painterly. One might add, it is also impulsive and emo-
tional. Her humanity and animals are, on the other hand,
quite well-defined. They are linear and spatially closed. If
her nature is unnamable, her beings fit into nomencla-
ture. The beings in her paintings, by virtue of their real-
istic appearances, exude a sense of cultural order, imply
rational constructions, and appear measurable. On the
other hand, nature evokes a sense of primordial ethos.
For example, the crows are ideological and impervious
to the inner light, the rabbits are innocent victims of ide-
ology and men appear as various sorts, from clowns to
politicians. Her Rabbit in Wonderland, inspired by Lewis
Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, is a seties of six paintings
with 4°30” of video projected over painted imagery.*
The first section of Rabbit in Wonderland is an animation
video of two rabbits meeting and having a baby. In the
second partof the animation video projected onto her
paintings, a raven, an ideological character, joins a father
and son (Toto, the Italian clown, and his son, Ninetto).
Both characters are taken from Pier Paolo Pasolini’s
movie The Hawks and the Sparrows (Uscellaci ¢ Utcellin,
1966) (figures 7, 8). Of course, in Pasolini’s movie, the
political commentaties of the raven bore the peasants
who kill and eat it. In Lashai’s world, the raven, similar
to Kafka’s character in The Hunger Artist, survives. How-
evet, Kafka’s hunger artist starved himself because he
could not find anything that he liked to eat and Lashai’s

|

ravens (now crows) seem to like everything that they are
offered to eat. In the third segment, the rabbit jumps
into the mouth of a Cheshire cat whose body defines the
map of Iran. Now the rabbits multiply and populate the
Iranian territory. In the fourth segment, the ravens turn
into crows and feast on dishes designed by Sani’ al-Mulk
(figure 9). Then the crows, with book and stick in hand,
intimidate the hungry rabbit and impel it to leave. In the
fifth segment, the rabbit joins the former Iranian pre-
mier, Dr. Mohammad Mossadegh, and converses with
the man, who happens to find everything “queer today.”
What are we to gather from these nonsequitur juxtaposi-
tions? On the surface, the rabbits are the people of Iran
and the raven represents the ideological government. Dr.
Mossadegh is a hapless man whose visions could not be
fulfilled in a wotld of madness and avarice. But more
than this, through it all, her beings occupy a nature that
is beyond their understanding and intellectual approxi-
mation. Often her rabbits, like characters struck by a
mysterious and powerful force, stand observing nature
from an emotional distance. It is almost as if nature and
beings in Lashai’s works have arisen from two separate
sources of causation (figure 10).

Yet what makes such a diversity so coexistent and even
cohesive? On the face of it the vastly different existential
senses between man and nature should raise a certain
emotional and visual dissonance. It does not because this
is simply how we live. We have, through our narratives,
become myopic and frozen in both time and space. We
try to ignore the flux of nature, though we remain fasci-
nated by it. Look at her rabbits! They are simply astound-
ed by this wondrous landscape, though they are enslaved
by their own limitations.

In the last analysis, there is something quite postmodern
here. Beneath the serene facade of her imagery there are
the Kierkegaardian and Nietzschean dictums that abso-
lute knowledge causes inertia and is a disease. Her raven
best exemplifies this view and its innocent victims are
the uninitiated rabbits. Absolute knowledge (ideology) is
the ghost that needs to be exorcised out of nature.

Synchrony versus Diachrony

Lashai’s video projections onto canvases are plays of dia-
chronic and synchronic readings and perceptions. These
works fuse the sphere of perception across time (mu-
sic, film, reading novels) with the instantaneous sphere
of comprehension (a painted canvas, a photograph of

someone we know, etc.). The video of lovers, Iayli wa Ma-
Jnun, is diachronic. It plays out like a symphony and needs
to 'be. absgrbed in a given span of time. The background’s
painting is synchronic. So movement and change are
played out against a stable and unchanging set design. This
scheme is akin to theatrical productions, with one major
caveat. Traditionally set designs play a marginal role in elu-
gdatmg the diachronic theatrical production. They estab-
lish the venue and the context within which the unfolding
of the story becomes credible. However, in Lashai’s [ay/
wa Majnun, for example, the set design is neither margiﬁal
to tbe story nor elucidating it. If anything, it further mysti-
ﬁes. it. Her background paintings magnify the mystery of
Fhelr love and connection. First, Majnun is shown sleep-
ing alone, then Layli offers Majnun a pomegranate whose
seeds fall out and run along the ground. And, lastly, the
lovers are in an embrace. During their embrace, a ’dog
perhzszs a symbol of their fidelity, walks by, dorninau'ng,
the picture plane and obscuring the lovers. Above the em.
bracing Layli and Majnun appears a two- person version
of Lashai’s interpretation of Manet’s Luncheon,

Layli wa Majnun is a scene out of Eden. All the identifying
paradisiac signs are present: love, pomegranate (a symbol
of paradise and the self-sacrificing blood of the lovers)
a dog (a symbol of fidelity) and nature (the nude god-,
dess). Is this a new version of Jan Van Eyck’s Marriage of
Amo{ﬁm? The chasm between the enslaved female in the
Mamagf of Arnolfini (servile to her husband) and the lib-
erated female in Lashai’s Layh wa Majnun is phenomenal.
Aﬂ through this essay I have been keenly aware of Las-
hai’s message of our divided perceptions: of nature and of
men. And yet, for me, her [yl wa Majnun has overcome
the fatality of our divided visions and divided souls.

6-. Frideh Lashai, Ze déjeuner au Park Mellat (2010),
still from projected video on painting, video ed. of 3 on

unique painting, oil, acrylic and pencil on canvas,
sound, 150x150 cm.
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_Farideh Lashai’s works are much too complex to be stud-
ied and understood in a few such articles. Scholatly re-
search on her work and on Iranian contemporaty art is
clearly growing and I hope that sooner, rather than later,
a major study will be devoted to her oenvre. B

Endnotes:

I- Amin Moghadam speaks of how the red lines show the trail of
blood in the history of Iranian people. See Farideh Lashai, Rabbit in
g’/onderlana’, press release, Gallery Isabelle Van Den Eynde, Dubai,

010.

2- For an excellent article on the significance of trees in Lashai’s
art see, NimaSagharchi, I don’t want to be a tree; I want to be its meaning,
catalogue of Exhibition, Contemporary Istanbul, 2008.
3- For Manet’s Luncheon see, Ross King, The Judgment of Paris, New
York, 2006 and Paul Hayes Tucker, Manet’s Le Déjeuner sur l'herbe, f
Cambridge University Press, 1998. [
4-1am only offering a short summary since Ashok Adicéam has al- |
teady described these steps in his article. See I #he Land of Wonders, |
catalogue of Exhibition, Gallery Isabelle Van Den Eynde, Dubai, |

2010, pp. 2-19.



9- Frideh Lashai, Keep Your Interior Empty ofFooa’; nﬂ{ Youd/\/lfz()j/z.t
Behold There in the Light of Interior (2010), srfll from.pm)ectc \/.11
on painting, 4:30", ed. of 3+2 AP, oil, acrylic and pencil on
canvas, sound, 180x200 cm.
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10- Frideh Lashai, Gone Down the Rabbit Hole (201 0),
still from projected video on painting, 5", ed. of 3 4 2 AP, oil,
acrylic and pencil on canvas, sound, 200x90 cm.
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Zarideh Lashai, Rabbit in Wonderland, Press Release, Gallery
lsabelle Van Den Eynde, Dubai, 2010.
1SS LY yim > i3> Cuanl )50 )3 (i s Alae gl ¥
Nima Sagharchi, I don't want to be a tree; I want to be its meaning,
:atalogue of Exhibition, Contemporary Istanbul, 2008.
3- Manet’s Luncheon on the Grass (Déjeunersurl’berbe)
{- Salon des Réfuses exhibition of 1863
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<ing, Ross, The Judgment of Paris, New York, 2006 and Hayes,
Paul Tucker, Manet’s Le Déeunersur! herbe, Cambridge University
Press, 1998.
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ln the Land of Wonders, catalogue of Exhibition,
Gallery Isabelle Van Den Eynde, Dubai, 2010, pp. 2-19.
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1 1- diachronic
12- synchronic.

o 3 IV ) s a5 55 >l 5 5L S xS
s> o ¢l3 ol w3 o 1 15,5 o 9 4188 o 5l &Sy (ble £ 5] sl ponls ol
1SS a5 3 itn ¢l 3625 b Lo o 035 IS8T &0 S Som i )loy gu,@yduv
& Lol g 435" Lo 3950 bl g S| il Candlys s (102 A 00 295 4 (Ko S ||
P A5 3 )55 o0 1l g d o (WIEMS (19iSTon 45) (LY (Lol 45 sy 50 105
o 29 B9 o0 S ENS 4 gl p oz i 3 S o Jbbl ) (el oo 5 45 o0
l.lbzys B (ﬂ )g_’qas) J....Sua d‘)?)?‘" Dilodds L?I)b \_ﬂo.“é:uo la.m93 as @_Lﬁ:ul&.&
LS oo Jore S5 4 ygeme ) gl g il o |) 4 )S (955 Cawd  olae 5 LS
850 b g 33igm o0 e doxe 153 il Gl gt 4 (95 B o2 i
sl tinn ol jlle Canl )48 00 o € o3l P ) 510l jundad aS Ml 0 Cuseo &
2 Uiilygai 4 Candlys a8 ol 3505655 3,8 5uan 1155 S gl 3,5 |y (sends bayel
el ol (gl y395 3 el (L6585 5 S )3 (g oS WS (o Jrl ) (stanlo (LY
4y ibole (Lol 9 s suelfl 5 a3 ysh pigped JB,S o MiTd SlnCpuatid dund
5l 1 o 5 ol 45 sy 4 2 0 5 i o atnle

(Ve o) ilazd 8 LS Cln (4liome o 9

Pl )38 oo oo (5 g Wl o 138 0nl ) (S5US (] 45 Conl (2 0l Jl>
caliiall Al 305 5 ot o sl s S g il 1S i ek
N5 4 gdge (0l &5 o I (ol g i3 o |y (g e (g g bl
OlSe p3 o 5 loj 0 b ¢ lasla Ll g landiad dla_wlg 4 Lol bgyyo bo
mlosile Canns diand &S Nin pa o dable o g 35w g (6,So0an] 3l g)le) S
el 42510080 ol 595 5 4 Sl om 043l ) Gl (M g (Sl Lol
ol 03,8 s |y gl Sl 5, SileiSis o laie oyl Lol i ()Lbdg5 (glacudgizes
2 95 iz 42l 3 ey WIS (552 o S5 b b ol e 3
i1 a5 505 3gmg e 9 3,88 1S | olwazaS (LY SMsS jl aulyl cled oyl
1y ol ol g cnpite & o) 1) ol (glos S (2l 9 cl ©53) o 3l
ol 35 sty lkae 3l SAET} ol oL s lilyB )l (el B 5 g il oo
g 03ly gy Caambs I L &5

ojsd ply 3 Flojer

5 "olej S g lalss Sl plaioles (0l g 2 (ALBY (Slaging les
Ao b (G155 (sloclo qoled o singe) (loj Jobo 33 1) Sl jaes BT ol " oo
(6598558l o o 3 (036 5 Shseli o 45 gl S A5 205 p ) o S
Job 0L 9398 s L2l Sghens S o S el sl (Slajp (63l pgone g M 4ladle
58 oulple ol (lojon (MBS Ao gy 45 Jo 3 098 Dl (008 Slaj ol S
B g o s ol il so 9 L2l g sinsse 565Y 5 <o (b plie 3 s
o 3 oy (BS53L a5 08 o 38 1) 38l g oSalae Lol .l ol o (g Jliin S5 L
P& oadpll (2L olBY (gone M 3 e sl il 2929 b 29430 gl L
by 29 48 ol aly 53,0 o U 51558 ey ] g e s il
P S o oSy bl g it 3y ddzo g (Sl S S 50l S Sl e
s () i s () s 5 403 0 i Canl i lasar 45 Jlo o1, giome
099E] 3 Ble 0l Pl 9 MiHlE o (3005 89y 2 9 38 g0 98 Ly oS S o
Ol g 39y g0 oly Bl dsiio )3 bl (g IolBg Slas LS 487 K S ] 5 925,505
9> Al pgiome 5 M (D98l s Sl el ogMe Ul o0 030 ] lasle

: b e Joks 8ls szl g LY

7- Frideh Lashai, Prelude to Rabbit in Wonderland (2010), still from
projected video on painting, 4, ed. of 7+2 AP, oil, acrylic and pencil on
canvas, sound,180x200 cm, collection of Mr. & Mrs Tehrani, Tehran.
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’?Frideh Lashai, 7 Come From a Land of Ideology (2010),
still from projected video on painting, 4:30", ed. of 3+2 AP,
oil, acrylic and pencil on canvas, sound, 190x190 cm,
_collection of Edward Tyler Nahem, New York.
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