Graphic poetry

The Middle East is, today, an important source of culture. Its legacy is expressed in the fields of literature and cinema, as well as graphic design. The work of Majid Abassi of Iran, which at times seems at odds with western parameters, is as inescapable as the reality of the political, social and military conflicts of the region. 

It is difficult today to think about Iran without taking into account its political situation and the circumstances that affect this region of the world. In 2005, Iran chose a radical religious militant as its President. Today, Iran’s relations with the western world are being degraded in line with its rapprochement to the radical eastern world. Yet over and above politics, Iran is, above all, its Persian culture, which is very much alive; its language, its writing, its artistic heritage still find authentic expression in its literature, its cinema and its graphics. Poetry has historically formed part, and continues to form part, of its everyday life; its cinematographic production is characterised by its authentic language; its graphics, whose development is nowadays internationally recognized, are further proof of the existence of a current Persian culture, a mixed legacy of tradition and modernity.

Insofar as graphics in Iran, is concerned, it is decidedly heterogeneous. On one hand, gigantic portraits of the martyrs of the 1980-1988 war against Iraq, as well as different styles of banners with the image of the Ayatolá Khommeini, are prominently displayed on the streets of its big cities, such as Tehran. Nonetheless, the streets of Tehran are flooded with fences displaying advertising for local products or those of big multinational companies. On the other hand, its millenary culture is present in its archaeological, architectural and general artistic heritage, with writing at its centre. 

Iranian graphics is developing day by day within these special conditions. It is interesting, however, to note that the expression, which today we see exhibited in important design events, is not the result of hermetic or impermeable to the outside world development. Iranian graphics had a remarkable master, Morteza Momayez, who inspired curiosity in several generations of graphic artists about the great international schools of design; thus Iranian graphic artists today are acutely aware of, and also admire, the Polish school of the poster, as well as the Swiss school and German or French design. 

Majid Abassi, a disciple of Morteza Momayez, represents the intermediate generation of the Iranian school of graphics. The first generation, led by Morteza, formed graphic artists such as Majid and instilled in them a deep commitment to their profession, to the search for a sensitive language independent of that used by the commercial world. In their daily practice, Iranian designers work primarily for national or international commercial companies, yet they simultaneously produce cultural graphics, and it is in this field where they develop their full potential. 

Majid Abassi is involved in a number of activities: he is cofounder of Did Graphics, one of the most prestigious design consultancy agencies; professor at the School of Arts of the University of Tehran; member of The 5th Color group of artists; and one of the directors of the Society of Iranian Graphic Artists. He participates on the editorial committee of Neshan design magazine and organizes the Iranian poster biennial. 

Apart from numerous national exhibitions, his work has been exhibited in France, Italy, Belgium and Japan, published in magazines such as Etapes (París), 2+3D (Kraków), Kak (Moscow), Graphis (New York), among others, and has received praise from great contemporary graphic masters. The record of his recognition reflects the international interest in his production, yet it is hard to dissociate it from the Iranian movement created by Morteza. Iranian graphics operates as a community, individuality is expressed within the community and is supported by it. 

Majid Abbasi is best known for his production of book covers and cultural posters. His work falls into two categories. The first, rigorous classic design, in which images, metaphorical, surrealist and poetic, share a balanced space with typography. The charm of these images lies, on one hand, in their tacit meaning, a form of unresolved mystery, and on the other, in the elegance of their polished composition. Majid’s images balance empty space, use symmetry to create harmony, use light or colour to bring out contrasts, and maintain a respectful relationship between image and typography, choosing quiet dialog over confrontation. 

Majid also contributes a sensitive and emotional outlook, such as the blurred, violent and painful image of a photographer murdered during the war against Iraq, or the portrait of the poet Sadeq Hedayat, clad in nostalgic flowers, that has become a «classic» image of contemporary Iranian design. Upon studying his images one becomes enveloped in a sombre, subtle and sensitive world. 

The second category of his work is his typographic compositions. Within the international graphic context, more and more artists are adopting typography as image (Paula Scher, Philippe Apeloig, Catherine Zask), and this general movement has also influenced Iranian graphics. Nevertheless, the use of typography as image is nothing new to Iranian graphics, since in Persian culture calligraphy has historically been a predominant decorative element. 

Iranian typography is currently undergoing a process of intense development. Artists are using it as the focal point of their creations and Majid is no exception to this trend that affirms cultural identity and opens hitherto little explored graphic possibilities. In his typographic creations, Majid Abassi sheds his classicism and decomposes typography, to the extent of risking or even disdaining legibility, with the fundamental objective of converting graphic characters into a malleable material, susceptible to colour, weight, humidity. 

At forty-one, Majid Abassi is a mature but not static graphic artist, who continues to evolve and permanently and sustainably influence graphic concepts. He is sensitive to his environment but, above all, he is a graphic artist committed to art and, as the heir to the work of Morteza Momayez, he is also a tireless militant and ambassador of Iranian graphics.
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