Ahead of her new collections of work at Dubai's Carbon 12 Arsalan Mohammad speaks to
the brilliantly idiosyncratic installationist Sara Rahbar about guilt, Jesus, art, ice-skates
_and dismembered hands...
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SARA RAHBAR

EHRAN-BORN NEW YORKER Sara Rahbar's international profile
really shifted into gear around seven years ago, when her series of
shaggy rextile collages, fashioned after national flags snagged the
antennae of critics and collectors in the Middle East and US alike.
Their i diacy belied a profound depth of imy d spirit, the
work of an artist caught in a swirling vortex of daching identities,
searching for an elusive reconciliation of East (Iran) and West (USA),
through their respective standards of nationality. By building up vast
blends of found fabrics, assorted textiles and slogans, she
deconstructed and distilled the insidious power of these banners with
a richly-textured representation of what it meant to be adrift amidst
two diametrically-opposed histories, each with a claim upon her existence, neither fully realizing itself as

a complete spiritual home and salvation.

In examining what flags actually
represented, in relation to her own
turbulent past = her family fled
post-revolutionary Iran in the early
1980s for a new life in the United
States - Rahbar got pretty well
known internationally. Flags ended
up in collections worldwide,
including the Centre Pompidou in
Paris, the Saatchi Collection in
London, The Burger Collection in
Hong Kong, the Devi Ant
Foundation in Gurgaon, India, The
Taiwan Natienal Museum of Fine Arts, Salsali
Private Museum and The Farook Collection, the
latter, both in Dubai.

But just when it seemed that she'd hit her stride
~ she abandoned the form and took off in a new
direction, Her new show draws on her innermost
emotions and reactions to discord, tension and
anxiety, from personal to global perspectives, the
new series of works is raw, coruscating and urgent.
TRetaining her love of collage ~ here, utilising found
objects linking to war, violence, human frailty and

] and physical fon — she's debuti
two new series at Dubai’s Carbon 12 gallery this
month in ‘Restless Violence” a show that marks a
major artistic advance. Textiles have been
downplayed in favour of an assortment of macabre
prosthetic limbs, gas masks, handcuffs, Christ
figures and near-lethal ice-skares. Tarpaulins and
canvases hang from the wall, weighed down with
meticulously-ordered items, a painterly sense of
COmpOositi ibles the disp clements into
dynamic whales. The effect is physically arresting,
the works leap from the walls with almeost violent
energy. | put this observation, as well as a few more

Internationally, vou're best
Kvowm firr your sevies of Flag®
pieces Are you completely
SJirished with that series now.”
How have you progressed info
these e works from that point?
Well, yes, the flag series is now
completely finished. And that was
mainly rextile-based, whereas now, it’s more
sculptural, And these objects I'm using now, the
reason that they're on very heavy-duty materials
like canvases and tarps, is that they're very heavy.
They are articles from war, variows found objeets.
And for me, it's become completely about the
objects. Finding these objects has become s
important for me as is making the work.

1t a strange panoply of found abjects heve, this
paraphernalia of warfare and violence, Where
el yune frved these things?

1 go everywhere. Before, it was a lot of going back
and forth to Iran but that'’s over now. I'm based in
New York and 1 go all over, around New York,
up to Pennsylvania. Outdoor flea markets,
Vietnam vets, old women whose hushands have
died and they're clearing stuff out —it's such a
wide range of random places I wind up in and
find stuff. Before I was going over to India and
different places, now it's very much around
America,

Al you come back with prosthetic finbs, knives

1o the charmingly effusive, yet self-dey

Rahbar in New York in between lst-minute
preparations for her trip to the Middle East. ‘Tf T
didn't do this,’ she shoots back with a rich, deep
chuckle, ‘T'd have to kil myself! Or somebody..."
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ol gt figy of Christ..

OK, there’s a lot of knives, whips and holsters in
this series. You should see all this siuff in my
studio. Seriously, I forget what I have lying
around here. Like, I've been working with Jesus
Christs a lot in this new series. A for, They're
mostly bronze, heavy-duty. Right now I'm trying
to figure it out... My work comes from
somewhere I can't explain and sometimes it takes
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years. .. sometimes, | look and wonder why 1
work with these materials.

Wik clo youe think that is?

Its funny, I was talking to Ramin [Salral] abour
this, | have incredible feelings of guilt. I'm not
religious, but when I see this Christ figure, I get
this fecling of wanting to surrender control, to
just give in. But I can't get myself o surrender
and let go. Yet, when I see thar figure, it
represents all the emotions 1 feel in my head on a

daily basis!

Bt isn't this w key aspect of Catholicism, that
inherent semse of guilt? Is that something afso
represented here by aggressive symbols of
Jmishoment, such as the handeigffs you use?
Right, the handcuffs! I forgot about those — I've
got boxes and boxes of handeuffs in my studio!
How could I have forgetten about them!

Threr v avowrde huees o fol of cangst, o lot of*
prassionate anger divected al violenee, pain and
suffering. And I finid it really interesting that you
almost subeonseiousty provess alf this infe your
wwasrk: cansel then elfomost e to st bk aned
Segaere ouat avshend i aall means...

Exactly — when I see, why [ am [ buying these
things, I kind of get obsessed by them — like,
when I need to buy a Jesus Christ, knife or
handcuffs, it becomes insane. I can't sleep at
night. I'm thinking of it, | need to have these
things! When I find them, it's like a release,
almost! Omnce [ make this piece and have these
objects and it’s complete, yeah, it's a catharsis,
something’s been resolved. The last couple of
been very heavy and harsh and the
ly reflecting that anger I have. If T
didn't do this, I would have to kil myscdf. Or
somebody! [laghs]

A pivee such as, “America Sweet Ameriva God
Shed His Light On Theealso features symbolism
thet strongly repeesents constraind, repression,
canfinement. Cowld you expend on this o Gitle?
Well, what we have in the centre here is a back
brace, an old meral buck brace. Back in the day,
when vour back broke, you were screwed, as the
stuff you had to attach to your body was very
uncomfortable, probably almost as painful as the
original experience of breaking or losing your
body part! We're very weak and vet we're also
very barbaric and what you just said made me
think of the level of violence thar we're seeing. Ir's
so violent! I'm in America and it’s insane to me
hew harsh and violent things have become. And
this is all aver the world! The world i on fire!

Yo titles ave tvpivally dense amd rich in
themsefues... -
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WYeah and you know what? [ was going to name
my show ‘Comfortably Numb' but coming after
“The Dark Side OFf The Moon', [the lase show: ar
Carbore 12 was titled, in German, The Dark Stde
O The Moon] 1 thought, no, that would be too
much! But ‘comfortably numb’ - thar pretry
‘much describes the point I got to in my mind
when I finished the last piece in the ‘Confessions
OF A Sinner” series. [ had the title right there, It
weas “War' and then it became “Confessions Of A
Sinner”. I literally fele, I was confessing so many
things that I was scared, or embarrassed about for
whatever reason, things I can't say out loud, but
that here, are coming through in a more honest
waty than in the flags. I was just in a particular
state of mind with the flags. But with these, there
weas =0 much ~ I felr that after the last couple of
years, the pain, anxiety that was going on in my
mind was — [ was right on the edge. I really felr
like — if one more thing happens, I'm done!
‘That's why there is the straitjncket and the
‘muzzle. All these things were very much from
my life.

Menee the ‘cathartic' aspect lo your work...
Twasn't thinkirig about anything other than
getting it done and our, so [ don't cross that red
line. Because my mind was — well, we all have
Jimits of how much we can take. And you know,
you become stronger and you survive and keep
going — or sometimes, you just fall over at the
edge. It's a very fine line.

e yenue finel thhaat the factors thet were driving vou
tor this state hawe been resolved then by producing
these works?

Definitely — I feel better in a way, having done this
series. It’s almost like giving birth, in a way. All
this stuff piles up and I mean, imagine you were
pregnant for nine months and then you kept the
baby in there and - what would happen? You'd
Blow up! [awghs] So when I've finished, that’s a
good feeling, 1 feel lighter, different. I'm seeing
things different. Yet things are getting darker and
darker and 1 realise now I'm almost frozen in a
state of anxiety. That's why that ‘Comfortably
Numb' title came back to me. It's like I'm here,
bat I'm so numb. [ don't know, 1 can’t explain...

That song though. it's abou finding safety
covoored within a sense of indifference, wheveas
vouelearly foel sensitive and affected by these
.n'rmyw

Yeah — you're right, | always thought that wasa
negative aspect, but then if I didn't have that [
wouldn't be able to make work. [ already find
myself to be over the top, sensitive. Every little
thing comes across so hugely. so if things happen
that are overwhelming and on top of that, T have
thar enhanced sensitivity to it, it becomes heavy
and hard to diges:!

Your have these wltra-sensitive antennae but then
this provess works threugh into your art, Could
ou talle me through one piece that maybe
demaonsirtes this®

Agexin, the body perts!

T want to talk about the one called “You Deserted
Me Like A Corpse’. It's the one with the back
brace that’s coming off from the tarp. You know,
it’s like the back brace that Frida Kahlo had, T
didn’t realise, from thar time that's how back
braces were. There are also the ice shates at the
bottom; and it has the hands on top. When your
back breaks, its like, the middle of your body, it's
what holds you together. It's your core. The ice
skates — and these have repeated a lot throughour
the works — are very old, with the sharp metal.
This idea is of being on very thin ice, it’s not solid,
MNou like a skating rink, but dangerous, like a lake,
if it eracks — you just go through it. In my mind it
was always like that, so I started collecting ice
skates. The two rings
represented handcuffs.
Tts two metal rings —
you really have to see it
in person. And then, at
the top are three feet!
Sawn in half and
flattened.

Yeah, they're three
prosthetic feet
flattened, going in a
cycle. I've worked with
hands, feet and legs a
lot. See, the hands have
been cut off, up close,
they're like Jesus Christ
hands. And I'm doing
those again and again.
It's like wanting
something, not being
preedy, bur its like yvou've given up, Like a serene
sense | get from the exact gesture of the hands.
And right beneath them there are handcuffs,
There is this sense of surrender.

Henee the resigued gesture of the hunds...

Exactly - the back is broken, the hands are
resigned, the feet just don’t know which way to
go and they're broken in half — and beneath it all
are these ice skates, like the ground beneath your
feet is uncertain, Oh, Twish I had the guts to ell
all in my next work, instead of having all these
intellecrual conversations abour the meaning of,
you know, Neo-dada in this or that! T just want to
be like, this is what's going on in my life! Art
would be so much more powerful. When you
understand something, it’s really not that
complicated!

s veally interesting ot you soom i on the
raanaels conel irevest so ek meaning in them...
Yeah, exactly! I'm obsessed with that gesture on
the hands, T can't tell you, | don't even know
where that's coming from! It’s funny that’s how
the flags came about. It started from anger and
then came an obsession. And that's how this came
about too, Extreme anger and pain and it umed
into an obsession. I don't know if 1 enjoy secing
the pieces, but when I'm doing it, I'm edgy about

SARA RAHBAR

getting it out, getting it done.

1 can sense vou work fast!

[Lasghs] Yes, exactly! I feel its like painting, in a
way, but yeah, I want to get it out fast, it frustrates
me when it takes a while, it's like [ have to release
this thing and just have it out!

W hieat nthrer wvedlia dho vou work in?

Originally, I started as a painter, doing very
abstract, very aggressive paintings, Lots of
splattering. I was doing this for a long time, but
then I stopped as T felt I was hirting a brick wall. [
was unsatisfied. T wanted 10 add sound, light or
objects — paintings always felt flat. So from the
painting, I complerely
stopped, now I think
sometimes — well, I
would never go back to
the paintings, but 1 do
love collage-style things,
with paper and kind of
like, things T collect thar
1lay on top of each
other, I do a lot of that,
1 did photography for a
while after painting, but
1 fele I couldn’t
communicate all the
things I wanted 1o, it
felt flat, incomplete. I
used to show
photography with
textiles, with objects, as
that would finish the
conversation. Without
it, it felt empty to me.

Yonee conalelen't firaed the right divection in these
meelien?

Life is so — well, I'm not perfect. I'm rough around
the comers. T have a lot of stains, Life is dirty. It’s
messy. When I saw these photographs, everything
was 20 clean, pristine — that's not life! So here, 1
have rough edges, these tarps are all siined, all
the objects are used. 1 never buy anything new
unless [ can't help it. They're all used, lived-in,
damaged and that for me felt more complete. It's
like mixed-media collage, it's a more chaoric thing
and 1 feel I've really communicated, I feel
complete with these objects. I never got the feeling
that I've completed and released something as
much from painting, photography and collage that
I get from this.

Having finished these works, ane felt that refease

vou deseribe earlier do you still keenfy frel that

anger and enotion that drives you to create?
Yeah, whatever is bubbling inside me is sill noy
pleted, ir's still imside me! Thy objects are
still pushing to be remade over and over again. And
when an object keeps pushing, T know its not
resalved yet and God knows when thar guilt is going
10 go away, 5o for now, Jesus Christ is here 1o stay! m
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