






The first work that Pouran Jinchi showed me in her studio, one that will be featured in her upcoming exhibition in Chelsea, 
was Hanged, 2015, a multipart sculpture assembled from hundreds of pieces of copper painstakingly hand-cut by the 
artist. The title is literal — it is hanged, or at least hung — but also conveys other, harsher meanings such as execution. Of a 
shattered brilliance, each piece ends in stiletto points, some curved like scimitars, and linked to each other by copper safety 
pins. Interspersed with small red diamonds reminiscent of drops of blood, its quiescent, albeit barbed elegance curiously 
intensifies its message of mortal violence. The glitter of red and the luster of copper, however, are also chosen for their color 
and reflective light, for their material allure, all the works in the show “balanced between beauty and violence,” Jinchi said.

Consisting of 18 strands of different lengths attached to the wall at their upper end, the rest tumbles downward, held in 
place by gravity. The copper pieces are letters from the Persian alphabet and the red diamonds are surrogates for the dots 
that distinguish similar letters from each other. Persian is a fluid language, one letter easily becoming another, Jinchi explains. 
When she studied calligraphy, the first thing she learned was the proper placement of the dots. It was the beginning of 
language, and metaphorically speaking, the beginning of the world. Each of the strands represents a line of text — some are 
shorter, others longer — that together spell out the first page of The Blind Owl, a book by Sadegh Hedayat (1903-1951).
 
Considered by many to be the first and finest of Iranian modernist writers and translated into many languages, Hedayat 
was deeply influenced by Edgar Allan Poe, Franz Kafka, Anton Chekhov and Rainer Maria Rilke. He was highly critical of 
the increasingly oppressive rule of Reza Shah Pahlavi and the clergy, and The Blind Owl was an eloquent, very personal 
denunciation of life in Iran in the 40s and 50s. His masterpiece, it was begun in Paris in 1930 and completed in Bombay 
(Mumbai) in 1937, appearing in Tehran in 1941. Hedayat had spent four years in Paris in his mid-20s, returning there in 
late 1950 in crippling despair, committing suicide a few months later at the untimely age of 48. Attacked by Islamists as 
blasphemous and unpatriotic, his writings have been banned in Iran in uncensored form since 2006.

The Blind Owl has great significance for Jinchi as a touchstone, not only as a forbidden, coming of age book eagerly 
devoured when she was a rebellious teenager but also as a source of new profundities. It is “a book to read and re-read,” 
she said, sympathetic to its author’s and its unnamed narrator’s existential distress, the protagonist a commercial painter 
who confesses his suffering and violent thoughts to his owl-like shadow on a wall. Every work in this show is based on text 
from the book, as was an earlier exhibition in Dubai in 2013, simply titled “The Blind Owl.”
 
Calling the exhibition “Black & Blue,” she wanted to highlight the pain and violence found in Hedayat’s book, the two colors 
synonymous with acts of brutality, trauma, and wounds, however abstracted. It is an encryption that seems to be second 
nature to those who come from a mostly aniconic tradition as well as from repressive regimes. Indeed, her palette for the 
show is limited to the hues that flesh assumes as it cycles through injury and recuperation: reds, pinks, violets, blacks 



dots, matched at times with all-black diamonds. They are also a reference to tattoos 
which, in Iran, were formerly seen only on lower class men, a badge of their machismo. 
Women, however, have adopted tattooing enthusiastically, at first perhaps as a symbol 
of defiance and empowerment or as something exotic, ritualistic. Eventually, however, 
it became as much cosmetic as anything else, a variant of Jinchi’s theme of pain, an 
emblematic wounding and branding of the flesh that has become commonplace.
 
Jinchi likes to introduce something new into each exhibition. In Black and Blue, it is 
the sewing together of paper with copper wire, as in Pierced, 2014, and Stitched, 
a technique that she plans to explore further in future endeavors. Her process is 
incremental, methodical, testing a range of possible solutions and their permutations, 
reflecting her mathematical inclinations and her scientific training; she had studied 
engineering before she became an artist. Pierced, drawn in pen, is sewn with copper 
wire; the word suggests body piercings, such as navel rings, earrings, and nose rings 
as well as far less savory body mutilations, each black and white fragment of a letter 
ornamented with beautifully filigreed traceries similar to those in Inked, only lacier, 
lighter. Stitched has 71 sections, with one square of paper placed outside the grid. It 
is sewn together with copper wire, the text again her cherished quote from The Blind 
Owl. The inked words are cropped, the blue sometimes edged with a thin red line to 
make it more vibrant and three-dimensional. The sewing together of the leaves of paper 
is irregular, underscoring that it is handmade, but it also connotes an act of restoration, 
a body exploded, broken apart and reconstituted, repaired, but imperfectly, if it can be 
repaired at all, the fractures visible. In this work the truncated words can be read, if you 
know the language, but again, Jinchi stresses that it doesn’t matter, the meaning found 
more in the forms, patterns, and structures, in the color and materials. 

Hacked and Slashed use the same quote, again divided into 71 parts and legible, 
the text chopped apart, signifying acts of deconstruction and dismemberment, then 
re-assembled. Made of enamel on wood panels, the former is a seductive red and pink 
while the latter is an austere black and white, their surfaces softly aglow, another subtle 
combination of beauty and ruthlessness. 
 
A minimalist of sorts, Jinchi’s graceful abstractions at first might seem more formal 
than otherwise, and innocent of narrative. But they become unsettling upon longer 
viewing and closer reading, upon awareness of their subtext and the artist’s points of 
reference. They might also be viewed as autobiographical, however oblique, as most 
creations inevitably are on some level. She herself has experienced involuntary exile 
due to upheavals that have derailed and isolated Iran, burdened by the calamities that 
Hedayat foresaw for his native land.  Her touch light but also lasered, her use of a formal 
language to convey the barbaric all the more emotive in its understatement, Jinchi offers 
us beauty as consolation, as a way to temper the wrath of the angels of devastation.
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and blues. The copper, linen and wood supports, which are untreated and therefore 
“natural,” are also emblematic of the body, representing skin. All her titles refer to 
assaults and their consequences, in one way or another, such as Stitched, 2013-2014, 
Hacked, 2014, Slashed, 2014, Pierced, 2014, and Sores, 2015.
 
A sculptor and painter, her work characteristically text-based, the emphasis in this 
exhibition is on several encompassing wall installations of works on paper. There will 
also be a few red or blue paintings, (Wounds, 2015, or Sores) on view, some with 
purple or a blue green added, the top half of the field virtually empty. In the bottom half 
are a heap of mostly illegible letters accompanied by diamonds (dots) and needle-thin 
slashes (lines), the latter also used to determine meaning in Persian script. Suggesting 
an abstract rendition of a battle scene, the lines shot upward breaching the void might 
also be spears, the letters like slain, anonymous warriors from an illuminated Persian 
manuscript or from contemporary videos and photographs of global carnage.
 
Translated into English, the letters piled and scrambled in the paintings state, “I write 
only for my shadow which is cast on the wall in front of the light. I must introduce myself 
to it,” the quote that for Jinchi is the most crucial, her takeaway if she were permitted only 
one quote from the book. However, the meaning of her work goes beyond the burdened 
meaning of the text, so moving in its sense of isolation and disregard, embracing also 
the shapes and the brushstrokes. She said, “it doesn’t matter if you can’t read it; I 
don’t use the quotes as something to be known as a statement. It is a structure; I want 
what I’ve made to be a visual experience, not about reading the text.” Nonetheless, it 
is difficult to separate image and text, since they enrich and are integral to each other.
 
Emphasizing works on paper in this show, one of them is her remarkable Bruised series, 
2014.  On transfer paper, its blue might represent both the ethereal sky, the spiritual, 
and physical abrasion. She scratches the paper, scraping the pigmentation off, leaving 
whitened striations on the blue ground like raised scar tissue (or like the markings of an 
electroencephalogram, its frazzled edges suggesting the crackle of disturbed neurons), 
as she writes and overwrites text taken from pages and pages of The Blind Owl. It has 
“nothing to do with calligraphy,” Jinchi said, and is very labor intensive, as all her work is, 
requiring the touch of her hand and handwriting to forcefully imprint her presence onto 
the work. “Perhaps artists can endure more pain. I want viewers to see the pain.” It is not 
masochistic on her part but an acknowledgment that pain and violence exist and have 
always existed. Her room of blue, then, might be a room of atonement and of beauty, 
dedicated to those who suffer and who have suffered.
 
Inked, 2014, is another series of drawings. An expansive project of well over two hundred 
pen drawings in black ink on white paper, it is installed so that the bottom of the sheet is 
loose. Each work is unique, with its one, two or three diamonds, permutations of the three 
dots extracted from throughout The Blind Owl. Intricate patterns taken from architectural 
designs and myriad other sources are meticulously depicted inside diamond shaped 
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work. At the same time, I wanted the viewer’s experience of this work to be reflective and contemplative. When it comes to art, beauty is very 
important to me. When we see something beautiful, it attracts us, draws us in, and puts us in a space of contemplation. In each work, there is 
an element of fear, of danger, of angst. Yet this is balanced by a sense of calm, of beauty. 

SB: Sadegh Hedayat’s writing clearly resonates with you. On the one hand, his writing was very rooted in Iranian problems and thematics. On 
the other hand, his work has a universal resonance and translates well into other languages. I can see this element in your own art.

PJ: In some ways I do identify with Hedayat, even though we are from different eras. I can identify with his life experiences. His stories are 
dark, always full of angst and pain. But he’s always holding something back, either consciously or not. I think this is a reason he uses so many 
metaphors in his writing. And yes his writing is deeply Iranian on the one hand but it also translates well and has a universal meaning. This 
aspect has been very appealing to me.

SB: There is a fascinating installation piece in this exhibit. It features 243 ink drawings of dots—the diacritical notations taken from the pages 
of The Blind Owl. Each noqteh or dot has its own unique design—your detailed interpretation of various Islamic designs. 

PJ: In Islamic art and calligraphy, the noqteh represents the beginning. Each word we write, each line we draw begins with a dot. In writing, 
the dots help determine the letters, therefore give meaning to the words. And yet, when Persian is written by hand, these dots often get 
overlooked, they can disappear. So I wanted to focus on these dots, on their importance in giving language its meaning. Sometimes the things 
we don’t notice at first glance are the most important of all. 

SB: In this body of work, you return to Persian calligraphy. But the letters are fragmented; nothing is actually legible. Can you talk about the 
relationship of language to this body of work?

PJ: My art is text-based. I’m really a writer without words. At some level, every work in this show is a form of writing. Artists always 
use their art to say something they can’t convey with words. I happen to work with Persian text, but any language can be translated into a 
visual experience.

Shiva Balaghi, Ph.D. is Curatorial Director and Director of International Programs at Leila Heller Gallery and a Visiting Scholar of art history at Brown University.

SB: Over the past year, I’ve been making regular visits to your studio here in Brooklyn. It’s a beautiful 
space, filled with light. It’s peaceful and embracing. 

PJ: The space in which I work is very important to me. There is a sense of order to my studio that helps 
my creative process. I sketch out my work carefully before I begin making it. And even as I am making the 
pieces, I have a sense of how they will be presented in an exhibition. 

SB: Your process is very planned, very meticulous. It strikes me that there is a distinct relationship between 
the materials you use, the colors you use and the meaning embedded in the work. Can you discuss this 
in relation to this particular body of work?

PJ: Every new body of work presents new possibilities for me. I like to experiment with new forms, new 
materials, new colors. I think about how the material can add dimension, texture, color to the work that 
can help convey meaning. For this exhibit, I used a defined palette of blues, blacks, red, and fuchsia. I 
use raw canvas, handmade paper, transfer paper, and shiny copper. These surfaces all reflect something 
about the work itself. 

Of course ultimately, my art takes different meanings based on how other people see the work. That 
communicative capacity of art is very important to me, for people to be able to see the work through their 
own lenses, understand it in their own ways. 

SB: The pieces in the show are extraordinarily beautiful. Yet in this exhibit, you are exploring the themes 
of pain and violence. Describe the tension between beauty and pain in this work.

PJ: The idea for this body of work stemmed from a human reaction I had to this pervasive violence in our 
society. There is always news of more violence – in Syria, Iraq, the earthquake in Nepal. What is a possible 
artistic response to all this violence? This question led me back to Sadegh Hedayat’s novel, The Blind 
Owl. Pain and violence are threaded throughout the novel. So it became a starting point for this new 
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Stitched, 2014
Ink and copper thread on paper
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Pierced, 2014
Pens, copper thread on paper
36 x 108 in / 92 x 274 cm



33

Hanged series, 2015
Copper, paint, safety pins
7w in / 18w cm



Bruised 1, 2014
Transfer paper
18 x 18 in / 46 x 46 cm

35



37

Bruised 2, 2014
Transfer paper
18 x 18 in / 46 x 46 cm



39



Hacked, 2014
Enamel on wood panels
55.5 x 63 in / 141 x 160 cm

Previous page:
Hacked, 2014 (detail)
Enamel on wood panels
55.5 x 63 in / 141 x 160 cm

41



43



45

Slashed, 2014
Enamel on wood panels
62.25 x 77 in / 158  x 196 cm

Previous page:
Slashed, 2014 (detail)
Enamel on wood panels
62.25 x 77 in / 158  x 196 cm



Sores 1, 2015
Inks on linen
24 x 24 in / 61 x 61cm

47



49



51

Sores 3, 2015
Inks on linen
48 x 36 in / 122  x 92 cm

Previous page:
Sores 3, 2015 (detail)
Inks on linen
48 x 36 in / 122  x 92 cm



53

Inked, 2014
Pens on paper
15 x 11.25 in / 38 x 29 cm each 
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Pens on paper
15 x 11.25 in / 38 x 29 cm each 
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