
Across From the U.N., 
Artists Send a Message

A HAND HOLDS a burning white hijab. Scat-
tered incongruously behind it are pink re-
productions of a computed tomography
scan showing blunt force trauma to the
head. The pointed image is an enormous
photo print by the Iranian American artist
Sheida Soleimani, currently on display in
front of a former smallpox hospital on
Roosevelt Island.

The scans were leaked after Mahsa
Amini, a young Kurdish woman who also
went by the name Jina, died in Tehran in po-
lice custody in September. She had been de-
tained on the grounds that she was not
properly observing Iran’s hijab law. Her
death sparked widespread protests in the
country, and though pushback from govern-
ment forces has been severe, with hundreds
reported killed and thousands more ar-
rested, the protests still haven’t stopped.

In an effort to keep international atten-
tion on the protests — and, more specifi-
cally, to pressure the United Nations to re-
move Iran from its Commission on the Sta-
tus of Women — the activist/artist col-
lective For Freedoms, working with a
female-leadership-focused NGO and a
loose coalition of prominent Iranian wom-
en, recently mounted a group show called
“Eyes on Iran” in Franklin D. Roosevelt
Four Freedoms Park, directly across the
water from the U.N. building.

Floating among the park’s tree branches
are Persian carpet patterns printed on
mesh by the conceptual artist Shirin Towfiq,
while red, white and green bandannas tied

on by Aphrodite Désirée Navab adorn their
trunks. Another carpet is reproduced on the
pavement by Sepideh Mehraban, and a list
of protesters who’ve been killed — compiled
by the anonymous artist whose conversa-
tion with the For Freedoms director Claudia
Peña kicked off the whole project — faces
the U.N. from a low wall. A large reproduc-
tion of a 1993 photograph of a woman’s eye
by Shirin Neshat — who spoke at the show’s
opening, as did Hillary Clinton — comes
into view only from certain angles, attached
to the risers of a staircase.

The effect of all this is strangely double.
Taken in the context of the day’s news and
the park’s dramatic river and skyline views,
the show as a whole reads as a simple, and
singular, cry for attention. As protest art, in
other words, it’s extremely effective — the
message is clear, and details like those in
Soleimani’s photograph, along with the
staging, lend an undeniable mood of urgen-
cy.

Considered separately, though, most of
the pieces leave an impression not of anger
but of subtle and surprisingly memorable
grief. A panel of bricks stamped with the
names of arrested protesters, by Saman
and Sasan Oskouei, Brooklyn-based broth-
ers who work under the name Icy & Sot, is
heartbreakingly quiet, as are Navab’s ban-
dannas; even Towfiq’s flying carpets, be-
cause of the fairy-tale fantasies they evoke,
suggest something like dreamy resigna-
tion.

By Wednesday, the U.N. Economic and
Social Council is expected to vote on
whether to remove Iran from the Commis-
sion on the Status of Women; “Eyes on Iran”
will remain on view through the end of the
year.
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On Roosevelt Island, a group
show aims to keep attention
on the protests in Iran.

Left, “Mahsa” (2022), by
Sheida Soleimani, and
below, “Offered Eyes”
(1993), by Shirin Neshat,
in the exhibition “Eyes
on Iran.”

Eyes on Iran
Through Jan. 1 at Franklin
D. Roosevelt Four Freedoms
State Park on Roosevelt
Island in New York; 
forfreedoms.org.
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MOST “POLITICAL” ART destined for galleries
and art fairs has zero effect on the larger
world, yet artists keep making it. Why? In
hopes of soothing their souls and shaping
the collective karma, I guess. A cohort of 17
such karmic point-scorers make up “Paint
the Protest” at Off Paradise, a group show
organized by Nancy Spector, the former ar-
tistic director and chief curator of the Solo-
mon R. Guggenheim Museum.

Most of the artists are familiar, though
some of the work to which their names are
attached may not be. Three near-abstract
paintings of blank protest placards by Rich-
ard Prince, dating to 1994, have little obvi-
ous connection to his sardonic pop-culture
appropriations. A recently minted NFT ani-
mation, “Untitled 2021 (rich bastards be-
ware),” by Rirkrit Tiravanija could be by
pretty much anyone. More interesting is a
set of graphite drawings he commissioned
from some of his art school students, based
on newspaper photographs of political dem-
onstrations taking place throughout the
world. The drawings date from 2015; the
events depicted then could be happening to-
day: The beat, on perpetual repeat, goes on.

A couple of artists in the show deliver ver-
sions of traditional protest props. Sharon
Hayes’s textile banners from 2021 bear the
irresolute phrases “What Do We Want” and
“When Will This End.” That the words
themselves, collaged from scraps of torn-up
newspapers, probably wouldn’t survive a

light rain shower if the banners were actu-
ally carried into the street may say some-
thing about an apparently diminished belief
in the effectiveness of 1960s-style mass
demonstration in a social media age.

At the same time, a cluster of abstract
paintings by Jacqueline Humphries
mounted, like signs, on sticks feels up to the
political moment in light of China’s recent
“white paper revolution,” which found pro-
testers, in an anti-authoritarian collective
gesture, displaying blank sheets of paper, a
strategy conceived both to baffle specific

censorship and to accommodate many
readings.

In Spector’s show, I’m glad to renew ac-
quaintance with Dread Scott’s “On the Im-
possibility of Freedom in a Country
Founded on Slavery and Genocide,” a pho-
tograph of a 2014 performance in which the
artist — one of our best — had himself
blasted with fire hoses in memory of police
attacks on Black protesters in Birmingham,
Ala., in 1963. And to be able to re-experi-
ence, even in a distracting group setting,
Raven Chacon’s breath-catching audio

piece “Silent Choir (Standing Rock),” a high-
light of the 2022 Whitney Biennial, is a gift.

Introducing work by new artists, or those
outside the canonical circle, is a karmic obli-
gation. The show does that with the work of
Aaron Huey — apocalyptic A.I.-generated
images, printed on seed paper, of Washing-
ton in flames — and with photographs of the
young Cuban-born, Miami-based Francisco
Masó performing choreographed moves
that he calls “obtuse exercises for dissenting
bodies.”

Spector and Off Paradise’s director, Nat-
acha Polaert, have taken care to acknowl-
edge, and soften, the profit motive behind in-
stitutionally nurtured “political” art and
tweak it a little: All proceeds from the sale of
certain works in the show will go to Down-
town for Democracy’s get-out-the-vote ini-
tiative.

Spector has arranged for at least one
strong what-goes-around-comes-around
touch. She has included a 2018 piece by the
veteran activist artist Marilyn Minter, a wall
plaque printed with obscenely misogynistic
quotes from Donald Trump’s infamous 2005
“Access Hollywood” tape. And she has hung
the piece, alone, in the gallery’s bathroom.

The installation there is a reminder that in
2017, when the Trump White House asked
the Guggenheim for the loan of a van Gogh
painting from its collection, Spector, as chief
curator at the time, responded with a coun-
teroffer. She proposed sending, instead, a
contemporary piece: a sculpture (by Maur-
izio Cattelan) of a full-scale, fully functional
18-karat gold toilet. The work was titled
“America.” Her rude gesture caused quite a
stir within the art world and — this is what
counts — even beyond it.
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A Show of Quiet Dissidence
Political works question 
the effectiveness of protest 
in the social media age.

Clockwise from top left:
Sharon Hayes’s “What
Do We Want” (2021);
Aaron Huey’s “Currency
of Protest” (2022); a
photograph of a 2014
Dread Scott
performance; untitled
paintings by Jacqueline
Humphries; Richard
Prince’s “Untitled
(Protest Painting),”
from 1994.

Paint the Protest
Through Jan. 27 at Off
Paradise, 120 Walker
Street, Manhattan;
212-388-9010,
offparadise.com.
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