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ALI BANISADR
THE FORTUNE TELLER
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November 6 — December 21, 2024

Ali Banisadr has rigorously pursued a singular trajectory ever since he
first began exhibiting his work in 2008. Open and sincere, his depictions
are remarkable for their imaginative conjuring of a self-contained world.
It is a world that Banisadr finds in the paint, like a seer who sees what
others can't. Banisadr’s divinatory process shares something with Max
Ernst’s invention of surrealist techniques, such as grattage (scraping)
and frottage (rubbing), which he used to depict otherworldly scenes
and creatures. However, unlike Ernst, who tended to do only one thing
to his scrapings of wet paint and rubbings of uneven surfaces, such
as wooden floors, Banisadr meticulously teases out a wide cast of
mysterious figures and hybrid creatures from the swirls, clouds, and
gestures of paint that he has applied to large and small canvases.
Eventually, these figures populate a world as dense and complex as an
allegorical painting by Hieronymus Bosch or the weirder paintings of
Piero di Cosimo. In fact, Banisadr is one of the few contemporary artists
who can legitimately claim that Bosch and di Cosimo are among his
progenitors.

Banisadr's characters are related to the extraterrestrial beings
encountered in science fiction, heroes and wizards in epic quest novels,
medieval bestiaries, the ghoulish creatures that Matthias Grunewald



B8¥ | Still-Life, 2024. L FRFR EHE | Oil on linen. 170.3 x 226.1 cm. &5 | Photo: Genevieve Hanson. EIF 1Rl ZRKEMEE | Courtesy of the artist and Perrotin

XEQZMRBERRN -2 BATSXEFRBTERABNEE,
BERFREREENAMEET —ITHIFZARNERE, TWEEF
AEAEE, AR,

BREERMNAZHRICMINTHE, XELXHERAMMERERIN
BR. B EFZRIFFREE, thESFZIEIZRFEARE EFHD
EHNERN, HE—2 1979 FHNRHZEd®, XYEGEHTEEET
MEBFETEH; FIh—NE 1980 £5 19088 EMHFH S, BEFE
IRIE 1976 FH4E, XEREN=F R+ S HNEERH, tEXEE
EEHFNAET. BTXMBERRIL, tELEPRAEHTIFA
W.B. HZ FrFRE—Fh “RAIARISEM o

RSN RES S FHHMBNEH EE PR KNEBEFER, Mt T—
MHFEEHOER, tHLERRFHEEZFTARFEAFRIZO, T
BEEHT LS HMENERL AR BRI A G, ARSI PE
XEARELR T XEABRBIFRIRGT LS FIEH RS
DRANHEEFNBMAR. BEFRERNEFBEMTEEEX LD,
EMH—MHINHR, TIE, siHEETLFE, EBELEEPHN
sME%,

BEFERIATHRENERELT 11 BLE FR, MIFERIE R
BB IS [ B Al BY IR Lt SR AR, BRT RS (@) (2020-2024) B
BI5h, BERERT LD ARE, XMABA/NER, BB EERE
RTRE®. AM, BAXWAMEEEA LEEERY, ESEEHZE
M—X 89, SEAMAPHRFRIITE.

AL EFRT, RITATUEIFSAMEHTHUEER. B
EBiFEERHKAESFURXLEAYZE, KREMAL, EHMAta. FEE
B RGBT IREY, B — DILARE] LUK 1 # A R 1B A 32 1% B9 3t 75,

BA— N ELIMMHR, it AMLUREAREE X E5IEN, BRe*

depicted in the Isenheim Altarpiece (1512-1516), and illustrated
alchemical texts, just to name some of his inspirations. However, while
resolution is common to many of these works, Banisadr's figures inhabit
a turbulent, alternate world in which resolution and redemption are
noticeably absent.

Never one to hide the experiences that informed his complex vision,
Banisadr has stated in numerous interviews that he was shaped by
his memories of two events in Iranian history: the Islamic Revolution
(1979), which resulted in the overthrow of the Shah of Iran and the
Pahlavi dynasty, and the Iran-lraq War (1980-88). This means that
Banisadr (born in 1976) experienced the effects of war every single day
of his childhood, from when he was 3 until he was 12. Out of this daily
pandemonium, he has fashioned what the poet W. B. Yeats called “a
terrible beauty.”

Given the continual sounds and effects of violence that dominated his
childhood, Banisadr does something entirely unexpected. Instead of
making war and military conflict the focus of his work, he conjures up
figures whose identities and motivations remain on the outer edges of
our comprehension. We are unable to tell whether or not they are being
benevolent or if they are up to no-good. Their murky behavior challenges
viewers, who divide the world into distinct categories, such as right
and wrong. Moving beyond these categories, Banisadr evokes a self-
contained world, where tumult is a widespread phenomenon that has
infiltrated every part of daily life.

In the 11 paintings that constitute Banisadr’'s debut exhibition in
China, the viewer is invited to enter cacophonous worlds and shadowy
domains. Most of the paintings can be divided into two groups, with
The Painting (2020 - 2024) being the exception. Each group tends to
be the same size, with the smaller paintings sharing the same moody
blue palette. Within each group, however thematically connected, each
painting is as unique as the planets in our solar system.

In his large paintings, we see numerous characters doing something
mysterious. Banisadr never tells us who these characters are, where
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they come from, or what they are doing. He wants the painting to be
wide open, a place where the viewer discovers mysterious encounters
and exchanges, a dream-like world whose overarching meaning eludes
us. At the same time, Banisadr is not trying to be obscure; he knows
there are plenty of artists who play that game with the viewer. Rather,
he is inviting viewers to reflect upon their experience, as well as to
raise questions. This state of looking inward and reflecting upon one'’s
experience is inseparable from the pleasure of seeing and discovering
that happens when we stand in front of Banisadr's paintings, and
recognize paint's capacity to become magical.

What is the cat-like creature , who is seated at the table in the lower
center of the painting Still-Life (2024) doing? Look carefully at the
illuminated plant-like form on the table in front of him, and you will see
that it is made of linear elements and abstract shapes such as a circle,
a sign of the artist’s deft mastery. Both creatures seem oblivious to the
world around them. Above them we see other creatures going about
their business. Animals wander about. In the distance, we see banners,
which suggest unseen armies on the move. The more the viewer
discerns, the stranger and more compelling the painting becomes.

In The Fortune Teller (2024), Banisadr uses geometry, a new
compositional device for him, to divide the painting into discrete areas.
There are two different sized, overlapping pyramids rising from the
bottom edge. The apex of a small yellow one touches the middle of the
painting’s top edge. Painted a color found nowhere else in the painting,
it becomes a mysterious sign, whose meaning we cannot decipher. Is
it a sign of hope, a message, or a structure seen in the distance? On
either side of the yellow pyramid, linear elements descend from the top
edge, dividing the sky into separate zones. Located in the upper right-
hand corner, the blue and white streaked, irregular rectangle works
in counterpoint to the hubbub taking place in the rest of the painting.
Everything in The Fortune Teller seems to be rising up in defiance of
gravity.

As much as Banisadr's painting are in touch with past masters such
as Bosch and Griinewald, he is a thoroughly modern painter who does
things with his compositions and medium that earlier artists would never
have dreamed of doing. Whatever inspiration he has gotten from ancient
and Renaissance art has been synthesized with lessons learned from
modern masters, such as. Paul Cezanne, Lee Krasner, and Willem de
Kooning. In addition to incorporating underlying geometric structures
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into his paintings to evoke separate, abutting dominions, Banisadr
utilizes paint’s material properties to convey unexplainable conditions.

In The Mirror World (2024), descending from the upper left-hand corner,
we see a face repeated in blurred streaks of paint. The repeated faces
are both ethereal and physical, figurative and abstract. Is it appearing,
disappearing, or both? Banisadr's purposeful transformations of paint's
behavioral properties is one of many things the viewer discovers while
scrutinizing one of his paintings. Look directly below these faces, in the
lower left-hand corner, and you see another transformation taking place.
The Mirror World is full of change and mirroring. We see a world resting
on the brink of chaos. Beauty and terror have become intertwined.

Banisadr's awareness of change connects him to Chinese ink painting,
which captures transient moments in nature. Like the Chinese literati
painters, who were expressive in their treatment of reality, he knows he
does not live outside of time, and that change is inescapable. Instead
of creating the illusion that time can be made to stand still, as many
Western painters have long done, Banisadr embraces change in all of
its many manifestations. As his painting Time Collapse (2024) makes
vividly apparent, his world is constantly undergoing metamorphosis. Are
the white dots we see in the painting's upper left hand corner falling
stars or snow? What about the white dots in the upper right-hand
corner, which seem to be floating in the sky, like stars? By using thick
lines to evoke window frames that separate these two areas from the
rest of the painting, Banisadr reminds us that nothing is impenetrable.

The four small scaled paintings collectively titled and numbered The
Subterranean Realms brings us to a shadowy, enclosed world. Is
this where we dream? Can we always tell where a dream ends and
reality begins? By provoking viewers to ask questions, such as these,
Banisadr pulls us deeper into his work. After a while, we become lost
in the looking, at times unsure of what we are examining, especially in
this group of paintings. That unsureness infuses these works with an
emotional edge and a sense of foreboding, akin to how we feel when
we wake up from a mysterious dream full of indecipherable signs. By
inviting us to ponder his paintings and all the many associations they
evoke, from catastrophic natural events to miraculous occurrences,
Banisadr directs us back to the world we inhabit, full of inexplicable
mysteries.

Text by John Yau
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About the artist

Ali Banisadr was born in 1976 in Tehran, Iran; now lives and works in
Brooklyn, New York, USA. Banisadr lived with his family in Tehran, Iran
until the age of 12. Growing up during the Iranian Revolution and the Iran-
Iraq War, Banisadr experienced sounds and sights (such as a bomb crater
in his schoolyard) that had a lasting impact on his sensory foundations—
events that had particular resonance on his aesthetic formation, given
his experience of synaesthesia, in which he perceives visual forms as
sounds, and vice-versa. Although Banisadr studied psychology in college
as a means of better understanding his own sensory experience, he later
became involved in the Bay Area graffiti scene before attending art school
in New York, receiving his BFA from the School of Visual Arts in 2005,
and his MFA from the New York Academy of Art in 2007.

In Banisadr’s highly-detailed paintings, the artist coaxes characters and
hybrid figures out of atmospheres of color and brushwork. Though his
paintings appear from afar like intricate abstractions, closer inspection
reveals that each painting is a world unto itself, rich with narrative
suggestion and mysterious imagery. Mythic birds, menacing creatures,
and costumed beings all float to the surface of the painting from within
a vortex of marks, lines, shapes, and patterns. Appearing sometimes like
sweeping landscapes and other times like stage sets, Banisadr's painted
scenes imagine unique realms, while also drawing on references ranging
from ancient to futuristic. For Banisadr, each of his paintings is a world
unto itself that weaves together history, mythology, autobiographical
narratives, sonic memories, and global events, while offering the artist’s
own reflections on the human condition.

In addition to numerous gallery exhibitions, Banisadr's work has featured
in notable conceptual projects and site-specific installations, such as
Bosch & Banisadr at Academy of Fine Arts, Vienna (2019), an exhibition
placing his work in conversation with his artistic hero Hieronymus
Bosch; and Beautiful Lies, organized by the Museo Novecento in
Florence, Italy (2019), a two-venue exhibition comprising new paintings
by Banisadr inspired by Dante’s Divine Comedy at the Palazzo Vecchio,
and a sitespecific installation of Banisadr's works at Florence's
Museo Stefano Bardini, in dialogue with the museum’s permanent
collection. Other institutional exhibitions include the Benaki Museum in
Athens, Greece (2020), the Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art in
Hartford, Connecticut (2020), and the Het Noordbrabants Museum in
‘s-Hertogenbosch, the Netherlands (2019).

Institutions in which Banisadr's work is represented include the British
Museum, London; Buffalo AKG Art Museum, Buffalo, New York; Centre
Pompidou, Paris; Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington,
D.C.; Los Angeles County Museum of Art; Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York; Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles; Museum der
Moderne, Salzburg; Philadelphia Museum of Art; and the Wadsworth
Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, Connecticut, among others.

More information about the artist >>>
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