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SADR, BEHJAT

SADR, BEHJAT (Behjat Sadr Mahallati, b. Arak, 29 May 1924; d. Corsica France,
11 August 2009), pioneer modernist painter and educator, notable in the
development of Iranian modern art movement (FIGURE 1).

LIFE

Daughter of Mohammad Sadr-e Mahallati and Qamar Amini Sadr, Behjat was
the younger sister of Nosrat-Allah Amini, the mayor of Tehran during the
tense period of Mohammad Mossadeq’s premiership from 1951 to 1953 and his
personal lawyer through the 1970s (see COUP D’ETAT OF 1352 $./1953). Her
family moved to Hamadan and later Mazandaran before settling in Tehran in
1930. Behjat spent her summers in a small family estate near Arak, where she
was first introduced to art and craft. In 1941 she attended Tehran’s Teachers
Training School and, to prepare for the university entrance exam, attended
Petgar painting studio in 1947. She entered the Faculty of Fine Arts at Tehran
University in 1948, where she met Sadeq Hedayat, who at the time worked as a
librarian, as well as Sohrab Sepehri and many other artists who later became
prominent figures in the Iranian art scene. Hosayn Zendehrudi (b. 1937),
Bahman Mohasses (b. 1931), Parviz Tanavoli (b. 1937), and Marco Grigorian
were among her friends, who welcomed modern trends and experimented
with new artistic techniques. She was also a close friend of Forug Farrokzad,
who stayed for a long time with her in Rome (Amini, 2002; FIGURE 2).

While attending Tehran University, Behjat married Abu’l-Hassan Sadr, whom
she divorced in 1952. Behjat graduated in 1954 with special mention, and won
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two major scholarships offered by the Faculty of Fine Arts, one of which was a
grant to study in Italy. She left for Rome in 1956 where, upon recommendation
of Marco Grigorian, she met with Roberto Melli (1885-1958), who liked her
work and became her mentor (ESraq, 2009). In the same year, she attended
Roberto Melli Academy, Academia di Belle Arti, and later the Naples Academy
of Fine Arts (Mojabi, et al, P. 30). Melli introduced her to several prominent
gallery owners and critics, and she was able to hold major exhibitions in
Europe. Meanwhile her work, along with the works of a few young Iranians,
was selected for the Venice Biennial XXVIII. Behjat received positive reviews
from many influential critics, among them Lionello Venturi, Pierre Gueguen,
Emilio Villa, Michel Ragon, and Michel Tapie (Mojabi, et al, pp. 7-9, 38-39).
(FIGURE 3)

In 1958 Behjat married Morteza Hannaneh (1923-1989), a well-known Iranian
composer who was living in Italy at the time. Upon graduation they returned
back to Tehran, and in 1960 Behjat started teaching at the Faculty of Fine Arts
as an associate professor. Two years later, in 1962, Behjat exhibited her works
at The Venice Biennial, Sao Paolo Biennial in Brazil and the 3rd Tehran
Biennial, where she was awarded the Royal Grand Prize. Her only daughter
Kakuti (Mitra) was born in 1963. However, her marriage ended in divorce in
1965.

American audiences were first introduced to Iranian modern art in 1962 when
a contemporary exhibition, including Behjat Sadr’s work, traveled around the
United States (Balaghi, p. 23). In 1966 Behjat Sadr traveled to Paris on a
sabbatical and became Gustave Singier’s assistant. Singier, a Belgian non-
figurative painter, was also a teacher at Ecole Nationale Superieure des Beaux-
Arts, and taught Behjat many novel techniques. Inspired and excited, Behjat
returned home in 1968 and became the Chair of The Department of Visual Arts
at Tehran University, while exhibiting her works internationally. Her circle of
friends expanded and included such prominent figures as Ebrahim Golestan
(b. 1922), Jalal Al-e Ahmad, Simin Danes§var (1921-2012) and Nader Naderpour,
who admired Sadr as the greatest Iranian modernist painter (Ragon, p. 132).
Behjat continued teaching at Tehran University until 1980 and held numerous
exhibitions during the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s.

Behjat Sadr was diagnosed with breast cancer in the late 1990s and died of a
heart attack at 85 in Corsica, south of France. Her last exhibition in Tehran
was a group show at the Museum of Contemporary Art in 2007, titled
“Manifestations of Contemporary Art in Iran” (Mehrnews, 2009). Behjat’s work
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was last exhibited in a group show in Paris a few months before her death in
2009 (Street Scene, 2009).

WORKS

Behjat Sadr’s non-representational canvases, produced with thick brush
strokes of paint, layer upon layer, created semi-disciplined grids of color,
which became one of the most important elements of her work. Her abstract
style embraced a balance between painterly control and spontaneity, using a
strategy of simplification and avoiding the literal depiction of the visible
world. “The spectator looking at Behjat’s work approaches a chaotic world
with indescribable dimensions, out of a turbulent time with innovative
shapes” (Melli, Exhibition Brochure, 1957). As was commented by Emilio Villa,
the art critic and chief editor of Appia art magazine, “Sadr gives special
priority to spatial depth as specification of our time, to signify the importance
of our psyche, the totality of human experience and its spontaneous creativity”
(Villa, Exhibition Catalogue, 1958). Sadr’s gestural strokes later expanded into a
flawless anonymity of execution. Crisscrossing the paint vertically and
horizontally with her tools and brushes, Sadr diminished her physical and
manual controls and created new visual vistas (FIGURE 4).

Sadr’s canvases were inspired by an anti-aesthetic skepticism, dominant
among many European modernists of the time, avoiding serial repetition that
involved the traditional definition of ornament. “Sadr still shows no trace of
femininity in her work. Painting on wood with a hard texture, applying thick
oil and using mechanical drapes, her work possesses a very strong structure”
(Nicole Van DeVen, p. 10).

In many of her collages, Sadr incorporated photographic images in the center
of her painterly abstractions, creating tension between the abstracted
background and the intentional photos in the core. The simultaneous use of
scenery in the center of her work as a representational element, along with an
abstract background signified neither pure intention nor pure process.

During the seventies and eighties, utilizing various media and techniques,
Sadr expanded her unique approach to light, movement, and equilibrium,
catching audiences by surprise. She experienced different styles of painting,
but mostly preferred to work in abstract style (Golestan, 2009; FIGURE 5)
“Using her whole hand instead of mere fingers, along with different size
spatulas instead of traditional brush, Behjat was able to go beyond many
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traditional techniques of painting” (ESraq, 2009).

Sadr’s abstractions, as indicated by a critic, were indistinguishable from
American-European artworks, both in taste and style (Daneshvari, pp. 103-4).
Her later works, however, became a synthesis of Persian elements and
modernist sensibility. (FIGURE 6) She depicted a nostalgic view of the Persian
past with images of nature in still compositions, and was engaged with a
physical concept of heaven reminiscent of Persian gardens, which she
nevertheless presented through abstract forms and compositions. She
explained her unique approach in an interview; “I always went from the
interior to the exterior, from the subjective to the objective” (Sadeq, pp. 20-25).
By affirming accident and spontaneity she consciously resisted being
entrapped in the decorative potentials of geometrical abstraction.

As a pioneer modernist Sadr, along with a few other women artists, celebrated
simplicity, innovation, and purity of form and content. To them the
international visual language was universally applicable and did not apply to
geographical boundaries (Fouladvand, pp. 35-36). Sadr also belonged to a rare
group of early experimentalists who never contented themselves with a
signature style, always preferring to ascertain fresh experiences while
searching for new forms of artistic expression. Celebrating a variety of
perceptions, Sadr constantly offered the latest cutting-edge knowledge to her
students.

Behjat Sadr’s works are held in the collections of Tehran’s Museum of
Contemporary Art, Paris’s Contemporary Arts Foundation, Cultural Division of
Paris Municipality, UNESCO, Grey Art Collection at New York University, and
many private collections.

Selected Exhibitions:

Solo Exhibitions.

1958 — “Pardis,” Bussola Gallery, Rome

1967 — “Pardaha,” (Drapes) Installation, Seyhoun Gallery
1983 - Cité Internationale Des Arts, Salon Du 2 Etage, Paris

1985 — “Lisiéres et Mixtes,” Noroit, Arras, France
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1990 - “Behjat Sadr,” Sandoz Salon, Cité Internationale des Arts,” Paris

1994 — “Moruri bar atar-e Behjat Sadr,” (A review of Behjat Sadr’s works),”
Niavaran Cultural Center, Tehran

Group Exhibitions.

1956 — The Venice Biennial, Italy

1957 — Galleria Il Pincio, Rome

1962 - The Venice Biennial, Italy

— Sao Paolo Biennial, Brazil

—The 3rd Tehran Painting Biennial

1987 - Iranian Contemporary Art: Four Women, Foxley Leach Gallery,
Washington, D.C.

1994 - “Tajalli-e ehsas” (Revelation of emotions), Niavaran Cultural Center,
Tehran

2000 - First International Painting Biennial of Islamic World, Museum of
Contemporary Art, Tehran

- “Iran, Les Jardins Cachés (The hidden gardens), Hall des Chars,

Strasbourg

2002 - “Between World and Image, Modern Iranian Visual Culture,” Grey Art
Gallery, NYU, New York

2009 - “14/21: Art Contemporain Perse” (Contemporary Art of Iran), Kiron
Espace, Paris
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