Ali Akbar Sadeghi: The Storyteller in Limbo
A review by Herfeh-Honarmand Editorial Team

Ali Akbar Sadeghi may be likened to a storyteller who has fallen asleep in
a vast library. In a liminal realm somewhere between dream and nightmare,
he gazes in astonishment, his eyes wide with wonder, much like those in the
numerous self-portraits he has painted, upon a landscape where the familiar
characters, places, and symbolic objects of myths and folktales intermin-
gle, creating a spectacle of a thousand forms and a thousand colors.

This dreamlike world both does and does not have its own laws. It is a place
in nowhere, in which the logic of reality has been brought under the reign
of imagination. Several parallel narrative dimensions coexist within it,
while different times and places permeate one another, disrupting the con-
tinuity of space. Objects and figures possess a tangible, three-dimensional
materiality, yet at the same time function as images and metaphors for
other things. Everything is intensely visible and, at the same time, pro-
foundly open to interpretation. Anything can find its place in this world,
except for one thing: negative space.

In Sadeghi's pictorial universe, history and mythology are not closed sub-
jects of the past, but 1living fields in which imagination can play. In
these scenes, violence and epic grandeur mingle with humor and satire; the
magnificent with the ridiculous; and elements from distant and familiar
cultures converge. The result is a world in which no sign carries a fixed
meaning, and every image can give rise to a new and unexpected combination.
Over more than six decades of artistic practice, Sadeghi has developed a
distinctive visual language through merging the Iranian visual traditions,
Western painting, illustration, and animation. His generally dense and
tightly composed arrangements, intricately detailed scenes, and saturated
colors, together with the presence of heroes, warriors, and lovers in the-
atrical and exaggerated poses, have deep roots in popular visual culture.
These include the coffeehouse paintings he encountered in childhood, the
cinema billboards he painted in his youth, and his experiences in illustra-
tion and animation. Yet he has never confined himself to a particular tra-
dition or style. He draws freely on an extensive reservoir of images and
symbols from art history, setting them in motion through unconventional
and unpredictable arrangements.

The drawings and paintings in this exhibition include some of the most



complex and intricately detailed works in his practice. The human figure
is their main subject: at times appearing as a colossal form that contains
the surrounding world within itself, at others as a creature caught in a
nightmare, or as a participant in elaborate scenes of battle and torture.
Within this world, scales shift, bodies transform, and the boundaries be-
tween reality and fantasy dissolve. Yet even the most violent scenes retain
a certain wit and playfulness, as though the artist takes visual pleasure
in turning tragedy into spectacle and continually shifting between the hor-
rifying and the absurd.

These dreams, however, do not take place in a vacuum space. Our storyteller
has fallen asleep in a library in the Middle East, a region whose modern
history is bound up with war, conflict, violence, and insecurity, and whose
catastrophes and upheavals inevitably form part of his lived memory. Hell-
ish landscapes, scenes of torture, violence, and turmoil appear alongside
strange creatures and nightmarish situations. They do not, however, take
the form of direct or documentary representations of reality. Rather, they
emerge after passing through the filter of the artist's visual memory and
imagination. What remains of this encounter is not an account of events,
but their sedimentation and reverberation within a world governed by the
logic of dreams.

The narrative spirit and inclination towards symbolism in Sadeghi's work
were also prevalent among many Iranian painters of the 1970s and 1980s. Yet
an important distinction can be observed in the way he engages with the
world around him. Many painters of that period, amid political and cultural
struggles and successive waves of revolution, adopted an explicit position
towards their time. Their art often carried their beliefs and ideals, em-
ploying symbols to gqguide humanity towards goodness, salvation, or a form
of spiritual existence. Sadeghi, however, does not assume the role of an
interpreter or judge of history. He neither seeks to declare an explicit
position nor attempts to make events legible within a moral or ideological
framework. It is as though he stands at a slight distance, observing. What
he has absorbed from the troubled history surrounding him settles in his
mind and visual memory, eventually transforming into dreamlike and night-
marish images. Rather than searching for a hidden truth or an underlying
purpose behind historical events, he gives form to their weight, turmoil,
and madness. For him, history and mythology are material for this
particular mode of imagination.
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