Perspectives on the Shiraz Arts Festival

A RADICAL THIRD WORLD REWRITING

Vali Mahlouji

"The philosopher, as a necessary man of tomorrow and the
day after tomorrow, has always found himself ... in opposition
to his today.”
—Nietzsche

"One of the distinctive virtues of modernism is that it leaves
its questions echoing in the air long after the questioners
themselves, and their answers, have left the scene.”
—Marshall Berman

The artistic territory of the annual Shiraz Arts Festival (1967-77)
remains, despite the passage of almost half a century, a remark-
ably contested space. It represents possibly the most controver-
sial trajectory of cultural attitude, policy, and intercultural
contact in modern Iranian history. Paradoxically, and apart from
Iranian political and cultural sensitivities, the Festival is recog-
nized as one of the most uniquely transformative intercultural
experiences, perhaps the most radical multidisciplinary crucible
of any commissioning festival in history. Its contested space
represents one of the last unresolved artistic complexes of the
prerevolutionary period.

The lively contemporary Iranian cultural scene, as we
observe it today, is energized by its very resistance to attempts
at enforced homogenization through ideological and religious
constraints. It is characterized not only by an innate drive for
heterogeneity, pluralism, and now a modern individualism, but
also by a desire to juxtapose national specificities with aspira-
tions toward internationalism. In a globalized world, Iranian
aspirations for visibility, as well as for entry into and interaction
within the global cultural arena, lead to conflict within the

groups that control the country’s political, administrative, and
economic lifelines. Critical contemporary culture in Iran, |
believe, strives for the (re)establishment of the very systems of
intercultural communication and collaboration that were appar-
ent in the Shiraz Arts Festival some half a century earlier. The
relative recovery of intellectual and sociopolitical networks from
the 1979 revolution has restored to some degree an intracultural,
if not an intercultural, rapprochement with past ideologies. The
negotiation of cultural disorientation in Iran operates through
deconstructing the contentiously contrived pre-and post-revolu-
tionary complex of paradigms, struggles, and anxieties, in this
way ensuring the continuity of the emancipatory modern and
contemporary drives within Iranian cultural circles.

Conceptualizing the terrain of the Festival today demands
first that we regard it as historical—we must pass beyond the
value judgments of yesterday and break clear of accepted scripts.
Furthermore, critical observation of the Festival's aesthetic and
cultural genealogies must steer clear of oppositional paradigms,
didactics of time and place, and a reliance on oversimplified,
reductive, and dichotomous representations of both the modern
and the traditional. Such polarities inform clichéd attitudes
not only to the actualities of the Festival, but also to the totality
of our contemporary condition, and serve to negate the evolu-
tionary historical process. They serve distortions from within
and from without Iranian society to perpetrate the notion of a
catastrophic clash of civilizations as initially imagined by
Samuel Huntington.

The Festival's publications clearly denote a revolutionizing
curatorial opposition to precisely such reductive reactionisms
by asserting a democratic relational sphere, both temporally (by
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