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Raha Raissnia: Alluvius

The densely-composed charcoal works on view in Raha
Raissnia: Alluvius are based on images culled from the artist’s
personal archive of found photographic slides. Following
Marshall McLuhan’s assertion that the “‘content’ of any
medium is always another medium,” one might argue that
the content of Raissnia’s drawings is photography.' Yet,

the drawings on view in the present exhibition are distinct
from her photographic sources; rather than producing
direct copies, Raissnia abstracts the images she works from,
laboriously drawing and rephotographing the original
image, transferring the image between paper and celluloid
until it becomes unrecognizable. Contextualizing Raissnia’s
drawings within a broader consideration of photographic
representation, Alluvius shows how Raissnia uses drawing to
question photographic images, and even change or expand

their meaning.

Raissnia grew up in Tehran during the 197879 revolution,
and she often accompanied her father, an amateur
photographer, on trips to the city center to document mass
protests against the Shah. “I knew what my father was

up to with his camera everyday going to work,” Raissnia
remembers, “several times without my mother knowing he
took me downtown to show me what was going on.”* Her
father’s photographs show men and women wearing both
secular dress and chadors, marching while carrying portraits
of Mohammad Mosaddegh, the progressive leader ousted
with help from the United States in favor of the reactionary
Shah, and portraits of Ayatollah Khomeini, the Shia Muslim
religious leader and politician who came to power after the
Shah was overthrown. In 1983, at the age of fifteen, Raissnia
left Tehran with her mother and emigrated to Houston,
Texas. When her father passed away a few years later, she
inherited his photography equipment, which she would later

take with her on visits to Tehran. “On my first few trips

back,” Raissnia writes, “with his camera in hand I took slides

obsessively; always of what was going on downtown.™

Mirroring her father’s photographs, Raissnia’s own early
documentary works present complex yet legible scenes that
speak to the changing political situation in Tehran. It might be
said, following Susan Sontag, that Raissnia’s early photographs
“bore witness to the real—since a person had been there to
take them.™ Raissnia’s recent abstract drawings, based on
projected and rephotographed 35mm slides, obscure the
message conveyed by the photographs on which they are based.
As a result, Raissnia interferes with the observer’s ability to
derive information from the image. At first glance, Raissnia’s
large-scale drawing, entitled Fountain (2017), appears abstract:
a white disk floats at the center of the composition against

a dark, textured ground, and the observer is left wondering
what the drawing represents. One’s comprehension of
Fountain changes when learning that the drawing is based

on an image found in a box of discarded 35mm slides labeled
“Sultanate Architecture,” one part of a cache of material

that Raissnia collected when Brooklyn College threw out its
visual resource archive.” The elliptical form at the center of
the drawing in fact represents an empty ablution fountain
from a mosque courtyard, that is no longer in use. To create
Fountain, Raissnia projected and rephotographed the slide at
an oblique angle, and then drew from a new grisaille picture,
further skewing, flattening, and blurring the already aged and

discolored image.

Raissnia’s drawings of photographs counter the function of
photography presumed at its invention: the representation of
an unequivocal image, one that bears a closed meaning that
the observer can easily read. In the famed 1839 presentation
to the French Chamber of Deputies, the physicist Frangois
Arago argued that the state should acquire the patent for the



daguerreotype, an early photographic process, because the
medium could be useful for surveying foreign territories and
thus serve as a tool for expanding the imperial colonies.® The
photographers Luigi Pesce and Antoin Sevruguin, among
others, sent images of the ruins of Persepolis (ca. 550—330
BCE) in southwestern Iran to ethnographical societies and
museums, fixing an image of Iran in a state of deterioration
in the European Orientalist imagination. The clarity of
images by Pesce and Sevruguin served to communicate an
incontrovertible narrative to viewers, one that perpetuated
stereotypes of the Middle East as falsely in need of Western
protection.” Though Raissnia’s Fountain also presents an
image of an archaeological site (a mosque that has fallen into
disrepair), by projecting, re-photographing, and ultimately
drawing the original photograph, Raissnia’s work resolutely
inhibits the observer’s ability to derive concrete knowledge

from the image.

Drawing is a critical part of Raissnia’s approach to
abstraction. For a recent series entitled Canto (2017), which
like Fountain she based on photographic projections, Raissnia
repeatedly applied charcoal marks until the surface of each
drawing became almost entirely redacted. To understand
the purpose of abstraction in Raissnia’s work, one might
consider Roland Barthes’s distinction between the obvious
and the obtuse meanings of images. Barthes tells us that the
obvious is a forthcoming and legible meaning, one “which
presents itself quite naturally to the mind”—such as the
image of a fountain in a mosque courtyard.® By contrast, the
obtuse “seems to open the field of meaning totally,” which

is to say that the obtuse might contradict or occlude what

at first seems obvious within the image.” “Like the blunting
of a meaning too clear, too violent,” as Barthes wrote in
another context, Raissnia’s drawings bring the meaning

of photographs from her archive away from the obvious

and toward the obtuse.”” Indeed, by scrubbing, scratching,
brushing, erasing, and redrawing each work in Canto, Raissnia
reopens the meaning of the photographs on which each
drawing is based, questioning the photographic claims to truth

that characterized the original image.

Raba Raissnia: Alluvius affords an opportunity to relate
Raissnia’s drawings to the artist’s long-term engagement with
photography, addressing interpretations of the medium assayed
by Sontag or Barthes while complicating the primary purpose
of photography established by Arago: the communication of
an incontrovertible truth. In dialogue with the aforementioned
figures, Raissnia’s abstract drawings embody the distortions
inherent in photographic representation by exaggerating

the formal distance between the appearance of the original
image and the final work. While the surfaces of Raissnia’s
drawings, like those in the Canto series, may seem bare, the
absence of figuration does not indicate the absence of content.
By expanding the meaning of photographs through another
medium, Raissnia’s work speaks to the possibility of drawing,
above all, as a way to revisit, abstract, question, and change the

images we use to construct identity.
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