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IRAN|USA + other nonorientable surfaces represents an expansion 
of Peter Freund’s solo exhibition which ran at the Sazmanab Center for 
Contemporary Art in Tehran, Iran in August 2015. Presented in 2017 by the 
Saint Mary’s College Museum of Art, the broader body of work comprises 
ten pieces, evenly divided between the mediums of video and print. 

This catalog aims not simply to give a glimpse of the exhibition but  
to put the work in context and – in key places – to question the very 
work of context as such. The catalog presents reproductions of the 
artwork as well as essays and dialogues from Jaimie Baron, Linda 
Freund, Gelare Khoshgozaran, Hossein Khosrowjah, Targol Mesbah,  
Mike Noonan, Nasser Rahmaninejad, and the artist. 

Sazmanab Center for Contemporary Art (2015)



“()Hole complex attests to the confusion between solid 
and void. Every activity happening on the solid part  
increases the degree of convolution and entanglement  
on the holey side of the composition….” 

Reza Negarestani, Cyclonopedia: Complicity with Anonymous Materials
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The title of Peter Freund’s new exhibit conjures expectations of a cross-
cultural encounter, maybe the promise of a hopeful multicultural space 
for better understanding of the historic connections between these 
two seemingly hostile national entities. In fact, the work affords no 
overarching themes that would facilitate such a smooth encounter. In 
contrast to the ubiquitous academic slash (/) – which would connote 
interchangeability, even parity – the title’s separator (|) between “Iran” 
and “USA” points to a problematization of the gaps and interstices that 
always arise in these encounters. Freund’s work reconfigures the juxta-
position in various guises that yield unexpected and fluid results. 

IRAN|USA appropriates the familiar iconography of the encounter: stars 
and stripes fluttering in the wind; fallen political figures – Mohammad 
Mossadegh, Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, Joseph McCarthy – who 
represent nodes in a web of contested history; and an erased royal de-
cree that has left behind a majestic crease. These visual signs become 
cenotaphs – empty tombs of dead leaders and suppressed memories. 
The remaining works, under the sub-heading “+ other nonorientable 
surfaces,” extend the exhibit’s reach to the broader “Orient” and – by 
way of a pun on topology – the “orientable”: from the Arab world, China, 
and Southeast Asia back to the problematic Occidental center.

Freund offers a historical documentation of real events, in Iran, the U.S. 
and beyond. And yet he does not infuse the visual and textual documents 
he deploys with a vision of overlapping interests or common humanity. 
Rather, Freund’s work investigates a set of overlaps between the prob-
lem of the cross-cultural encounter and the problem of the image itself 
as a document of historical memory. In reworking the texture and con-
text of archival materials, Freund’s art confronts the mythology of direct 
access to historical truth via the document and raises the specter  
of a self-congratulatory enjoyment within our visual and narrative acts 
of remembrance. 

Hossein Khosrowjah

Foreword



Sazmanab Center for Contemporary Art (2015)
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I tend to work with film, video and other time-based media because I’m 
interested in the subject of time. By that I mean time as memory, as  
history, and as the unfolding present moment that we as viewers have to 
synchronize with the recorded images and words that claim to remember, 
explain, and relate us to the past. Even the static photograph reveals  
the problem of time by overlapping two present moments that fail to  
correspond: the depicted event and the act of viewing. My time-based 
and digital image work build on this lapse in time.   

The central portion of my current exhibition ostensibly addresses the 
historical crossroads of Iran and the U.S. I approach these intersec-
tions, however, not as a documentarian might but rather as someone 
with more skepticism about the authority of the image as document. 
Inspired by the traditions of appropriation and assemblage art, my work 
aims to interrogate the dual status of the document as a point of entry to 
historical truth and as an aesthetic object of pleasure. At the intersec-
tion of these two functions of the document, these works endeavor to 
reveal the strange and fragile conventionality of the factual. 

Thematically, this exhibition charts coordinates along two axes: histori-
cal memory and orientalism. The former rightly leaves a sour taste in the 
mouth of anyone who can claim that history is precisely the past that 
cannot be remembered but only documented and narrated. To “remember 
history” can only mean to take for granted the images and words proudly 
replayed in the service of the present. The latter, orientalism, an estab-
lished discipline and ideology – and an equally bitter pill for many to 
swallow – continues to enable the occidental to advance while simulta-
neously struggling with the inner logic of its own geo-political interests.

One cannot help but comment on the current context of reality in the 
United States. In this case, the political situation has itself appropri-
ated and recontextualized this art of appropriation, most of which was 

Preface
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produced before the current shift in political tides. By sheer coinci-
dence, the central video installation in the show, which features the end 
of McCarthyism narrated from an imagined Iran, rattles in the frame of 
the Trump era: by way of the smear tactics and loyalty oaths that define 
the governing styles of both Senator Joseph McCarthy and President 
Donald Trump; by way of an attorney, Roy Cohn, who provided indis-
pensable legal counsel and friendship to both demagogues; by way of 
the orientalist bias that undergirds the advancing policies against the 
Middle Easterner as an historical update of the Red Menace; and finally 
by way of the impotence of liberal arguments to register a viable alterna-
tive to the “post-fact” or “alt-fact” world. I can only welcome this sort of 
coincidence. For such contingency is no stranger to my artistic process, 
which relies heavily on associative and disassociative interventions.

In the field of topology, to set out along a “nonorientable surface” 
means to loop back to the point of origin, only to find oneself flipped 
upside down and backwards. The visitor to this exhibition is asked to 
adopt more than a liberally tolerant view of disorientation. Rather, the 
viewer is asked to conceptualize it, to articulate the space in which the 
discontinuity with a prevailing sentiment or taste expresses a desire. 
But this desire should not be confused simply with the wishes of the 
artist. The viewer is asked to follow the rule of an inverted ethics and 
therein permit the artist to pose a question: What did you mean by what 
I just said? Rather than act on the comfort of corrective impulses, one is 
asked to synchronize oneself with the very points in the work that fail to 
deliver on the promise of communicative enjoyment. In short, what do 
you want? 

Peter Freund
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1

Even the most studiously factual account of the past survives nothing 
but the future it could not predict.1  Were this survival to give the present
moment more than a nod of obedient self-justification, it might risk 
revealing the significance of the loss that inspires every desire to 
remember. This loss that animates memory and history evokes not 
merely a by-gone yet mentally retrievable element from the depository 
of time. It indicates quite on the contrary a structural and therefore 
causal mechanism of time itself. 

Neither memory nor history persists without the images wittingly or 
unwittingly created to distill the indeterminate vagaries of lived experi-
ence. These vagaries however fail to foist on experience a uniform inde-
terminacy. The image never abides the cultivated fantasy of a wild but 
unified chaos proudly elevated into civil order.2 Experience registers by 
image what can enter and pass through the chronicle of a life, whether 
individual or collective, whether by reverie or documentation, but in the 
same stroke expels what that chronicle cannot absorb.3 

The incoherent element in experience therefore lives not outside, naively 
independent of the coherent image but operates at the center of the 
image’s inner logic. In this sense, any image of the past, like any image 
as such, is already a defense against its own beyond. That is, the image 
defends against its very condition of possibility. 

 
2

The image produced in time produces in its wake a hole in the fabric of 
reality commensurate with what the image seizes on to depict.4 This hole, 
which irreconcilably divides the portrait and the portrayed, opens a vac-
uum that liberates reality from a self-identical fate and delivers lived ex-
perience to the polysemy of the interpretable. But the liberatory freedom 

Introduction 

Allocution 
Peter Freund
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to interpret, despite its declared independence from the tyranny of its 
object, submits the shyly gloating interpreter to a master of another order. 

For the meaning attributed to any image derives from the retroactively 
specifiable array of vantage points refused by the singularity of the 
image. This differential system into which the interpreter projects the 
image provides the archive of absent alternatives on which the image 
comes to depend for its identity. The archive, as system, itself forms an 
image that gives to an interpreter the de jure guarantee of producible 
meaning. It licenses the interpreter with a right of inspection, a power to 
select and analyze, and a pleasure to undress a meaning. 

This archive, whose virtual repertory forms the reputed weight of history 
or burden of memory – in a word, the context – organizes the production 
of an active meaning but does not activate the time of that meaning’s 
production.5 

 
3

In other words, every image does more than obsequiously bear out the 
authority of the system that certifies its interpretive license. The dyna-
mism of the image springs from the transferential field of the archive 
that guarantees de facto nothing but a lapse. In its irresistible failure to 
reclaim the living existence of the past, the image as proxy consecrates 
its object as absent, as missing, as lost and thereby mobilizes the desire 
to recover it. This desire unfurls a time punctuated by images that fail 
and fail again, each of which produces a hole that calls for the produc-
tion of another image. The past thus lives on in perpetual and productive 
absentia to the precise extent that the image does not capture it. For the 
trace of the living persists in the lapse where the image never imagines 
itself. An image gained is an image lost until the impossible condition 
that gives birth to it rises to the surface to reveal the obstacle to which 
its coherence owes an indispensable debt. 

Where lived experience depends on the image, if only as an extended 
daydream, the routine passage of time elides the gap underlying the 
image that propels lived experience forward. Involuntary memory, by 
stark contrast, abruptly reopens the elision by intervening in a quotid-
ian moment. Whether it is felt as a joyous or disturbing repetition, the 
memory interrupts the present moment with the hole that supports 
its guiding pedestrian image.6 The trace of a lost existence that is ir-
retrievably withheld in and by the image comes urgently to the fore in a 
reverse time lapse.7 Memory that is otherwise encountered as a willfully 
retrieved experience gives way to an implosion of time itself.8 The pres-
ent moment is blown open by a second image, both familiar and uninter-
pretable, such that the moment of memory is encountered as the hole of 
this other image, that is, the image as hole. 

If the optogram of a dead hare requires the tender, private explanations 
of a docent, it is because the image is already hors champ, out-of-frame.9 
In the Renaissance triumph of perspective, all lines converge at a 
vanishing point. But what vanishes is not the element receding at the 
horizon so much as it is an eye precisely inscribed in the scene as 
missing. The lines meet in the depth of field but mark the point of a 
void on the surface in the very opposite direction. The image therefore 
cannot be a mental tattoo etched in the eye for the edification of the 
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homunculus within us all.10 The image is primarily not even mental, 
neither perceptual nor internal, but a projection coming back to the  
onlooker from the archive’s future. 

 
4

The domain of the image is a transferential field that draws out time 
and drives the present to anticipate the future and retroactively form 
the past.11 No one measures the value of the past, or the future for that 
matter, except from the unbudgeable position of the present. Thanks to 
the image, however, the present is already absent from itself.12 In order 
to distinguish the present moment from its fleeting passage and bring 
into focus the sensuous duration of time that one enjoys and endures as 
lived experience, the present must be synchronized with itself.13 The sim-
plest act of figure drawing aligns the time of observation with the time 
of pictorial production. The decisive moment in photography transforms 
chronos (empty time) into kairos (the fulfillment of time) by synchroniz-
ing the stance of the photographer with a picture hidden within time.14 

When one temporality is made to trace, direct, punctuate, or otherwise 
complement another, the synchronized ensemble generates the very in-
tervals across which time can develop. From this synchresis, a burgeon-
ing empathy between subject and object can emerge that, at its most 
vital, yields an irreducible and variable flux of becoming within a het-
erogeneous time.15 When we are told it is the secret to happiness, this 
flow holds out the hope of a chronic pleasure that will unify, stabilize, 
and domesticate the vagaries, excesses, and internal short-circuits of 
enjoyment and fix the sensorium in the experiential moment. In psycho-
analytic parlance, the name for this regulatory mechanism, or pleasure 
principle, that keeps one firmly rooted in the reality at hand is the phan-
tasm or fantasy.16 

Inside this flow, however, the distinguishable encounter with art 
magnifies appearance as such and therefore its distance from reality, 
whether that reality is virtual or actual. The work of art overlaps with the 
absence in the present but endeavors to stretch open that absence in 
time. Time-based art poses a special problem for synchronization, if the 
audience can’t clap along. Beyond the time architecture of cinema, one 
enters an open video art gallery always at the wrong moment. Imagine 

Erased Mossadegh
(2015)
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the transmission of an artwork from Mars to Earth and an eager docent 
ready on this end to interpret and send back a statement.17 We know the 
dilemma whenever the skype connection breaks. But in the case of art, 
we are not just waiting here, nor are they, whoever sent the artwork, over 
there. This hypersynchronized interval is precisely the moment of art. 

 
5

The first lesson we have to learn from contemporary art is that every 
image is already appropriated. That is, the image is intrinsically taken 
out of context. Neither the factual nor the semiotic can ultimately claim 
eminent domain to restore its inherently lost integrity. Context is noth-
ing more than the name for the structural hole in the image, whose very 
emptiness contains the living substance of its beholder. 

If art is to play any radical role in mobilizing “historical memory” beyond 
the misleading oxymoron the phrase embodies, it must depart from even 
the most provocative gesture of recontextualization. For the brilliant 
prank of détournement quickly decays into sales talk. The recontextu-
alization it achieves produces the very récupération that the rebel pins 
on his enemies. The art of appropriation is best precisely where it fails 
to recontextualize. The past does not need to be reinterpreted. The 
past needs to be blown open, or revealed as already agape, in order to 
give the status of reality to the specific indeterminacy and multiplicity 
underlying the historical and experiential present. If art is capable of re-
synchronizing the past with itself, it must be in the name of this flow of 
canceled experience. 

One glimpses the breaking point of the present moment not in a sum-
mary image that captures the fulfillment of a time or the triumph of a will 
but when the hole within the present moment suddenly overlaps with 
the hole in the image of the past. If the imaginative act of the artist is to 
galvanize the irrevocable imagination to which the image is an unceas-
ing testament, the act must draw out a stake from the densely textured 
emptiness of the hole and adorn the image that it repeats and thereby 
inflects with the beauty of this originary feature. The viewer is thus 
asked to take a walk on the backside of fantasy.18 If art is to distinguish 
itself from and within the image, it will do so only by allying its project 
with the invisible, inaudible, and inarticulate element – in short, the 
senselessness – that is both the root and product of the image. Art and 
its reception will then pursue the paradoxical imperative of an “involun-
tary history.”
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1  The apparently incorrect verb form 
in this sentence should be forgiven for 
forming the correct conceptual nuance.

2  Constructivist and perceptualist 
alike share the premise of a uniform a 
priori indeterminacy that is, mythology 
notwithstanding, retroactively unified 
as “nature,” “noise,” “chaos,” etc. The 
notion of “multiplicity” in Bergson and 
later in Deleuze endeavors to capture 
this irreducible quality of an indetermi-
nate substrate.

3  “Perhaps the special achievement 
of shock defense may be seen in its 
function of assigning to an incident a 
precise point in time in consciousness at 
the cost of the integrity of its contents. 
This would be a peak achievement of the 
intellect; it would turn the incident into a 
moment that has been lived (Erlebnis)” 
(Walter Benjamin, “On Some Motifs  
in Baudelaire”).

4  “()Hole complex attests to the 
confusion between solid and void. Every 
activity happening on the solid part 
increases the degree of convolution and 
entanglement on the holey side of the 
composition...” (Reza Negarestani,  
Cyclonopedia: Complicity with  
Anonymous Materials).

5  For Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus, his-
tory is a nightmare from which he is 
trying to awake. For Henri Bergson, the 
leftover of what memory cannot grasp is 
its burden.

6  The olfactory and other sensory trig-
gers in the Proustian moment implies 
that the image cannot strictly be limited 
to the visual. 

7  The past as lost object reminds us 
that the so-called withdrawn or withheld 
character of the speculative object in 
contemporary philosophy (OOO) ap-
pears to have no way to account for the 
dynamism of its beloved remainder. 

8  The Proustian mémoire involontaire 
stresses the expansive, erotic dimen-
sion of this implosion that in traumatic 
memory stresses its erasive dimension.

9  A blended reference to Wilhelm 
Kühne, Joseph Beuys, and Rabih Mroué.

10  When ruminating on “mental imag-
ery,” psychologists who aspire to philo-
sophical rigor challenge the little master 
running the picture show inside, the  
humunculus. In psychoanalytic terms,  
this homunculus is the ego.

11  The triangulation at the heart of the 
Rorschach effect should not be under-
estimated. The subject faces the inkblot, 
the archive, and the solicitous prompter.
 
12  To grasp this absence, we need only 
consult the failed ambition of killing 
time. Such a death wish gives but vain 
hope to the prospect of warding off this 
absence. Even the so-called “couch  
potato,” allegedly stabilized before 
the television, yields a gap that inspires 
the consumption of another empty  
substance: popcorn.

13  The Bergsonian durée conflates the 
irreducible with the unmediated. The 
synthesis requires the production of an 
image of time that can transcend the dis-
crete moments that make up succession. 
Just as the external course of serially 
juxtaposed pictures cannot explain the 
cinematic effect of a motion picture, so 
too the unfolding of lived experience 
cannot be reduced to the concatenation 
of discrete images that traverse time. 
Nonetheless the intensity of the unfold-
ing present moment expresses the image 
par excellence. Translated into its spatial 
or extensive constituents, lived experi-
ence synthesizes the sensible image: 
pictures, words, sounds, smells, tastes, 
and so forth that become invisible,  
silent, proximate, vibrant and indifferent 
in the coalescence of the intensive  
present moment.

14  Further examples abound: The lis-
tener snaps her fingers to the pulse of 
the music, while choreography grafts 
movement onto the time of music. In the 
so-called “mirror stage” of psychoanalytic 
lore, the mirroring image that launches the 
human subject synchronizes the mimicry 
of the reflective doppelgänger and the on-
going drive to overcome its difference. The 
horological impulse is less chronometric 
than imagistic: In function, the clock first 
and foremost presents a motion picture of 
the diurnal passage. In prosody, rhyme and 
meter fold back on themselves the linear 
flow of words in order to synchronize  
language with itself.
 
15  Synchresis, a neologism coined by 
Michel Chion that merges the ideas of 
synthesis and synchronism, refers to the 
ensemble or montage effect of coupling 
moving image and sound. The use of 
the term here suggests an inclusive but 
broader application.
 
16  Fantasy presents the very condition 
of possibility for the factual.

17  I thank James Denison for an  
inspired variation of the anecdote. 

18  While a distinction between psycho-
analytic and artistic practice should be 
rigorously upheld, a distinct resonance 
can be found here. In describing the 
“traversal of fantasy” (aka “crossing 
of the phantasm”), which marks the 
end of analysis in Lacanian practice, 
Jacques-Alain Miller beautifully states: 
“…if Lacan talks about the ‘crossing of 
the fantasm,’ it is in order not to talk 
about the ‘lifting or disappearance of the 
fantasm.’ In the case of the fantasm, the 
question is rather, mostly, to see what 
is behind, which is difficult, because 
there is nothing behind. Nonetheless, 
this is a nothing that can take various 
guises, and the crossing of the fantasm 
amounts to taking a walk on the side of 
those nothings. There is nothing better, 
even for one’s health, than to take a walk 
on the side of nothing, but I should also 
confess that nothing forces one to do 
so.” (“Two Clinical Dimensions: Symp-
tom and Fantasm” in The Symptom 11 
[Spring 2011].)



Erased Mossadegh (2015)
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Before the massive reforms following The Iranian Revolution of 1979, 
there were at least three streets in Tehran named after U.S. presidents: 
Eisenhower Blvd, Roosevelt Ave, and Kennedy Square. In the early 
1980’s, these street’s names were changed to reflect the heroes and val-
ues of The Revolution. Eisenhower became Azadi, Persian for freedom. 
Roosevelt became Mohammad Mofatteh, the theologist and activist who 
articulated Khomeini’s authorities within the Islamic regime and was 
assassinated in 1979. Kennedy became Towheed, the indivisible concept 
of monotheism in Islam.

While Iran used to be a strong ally of the United States, the two countries 
have had no diplomatic ties since 1980, after Iranian students occupied 
the U.S. Embassy in Tehran. Today, bordered by Iraq and Turkey from the 
west, Afghanistan and Pakistan from the east, and the U.S. Gulf allies –
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Qatar and Oman--from 
the south, Iran is in effect surrounded by multiple U.S. military bases. 
Although never officially colonized by the West, Iran’s government and 
culture have been under the influence of multiple colonizers, most recently 
the United States, since long before the Coup of 1953. It is no secret that 
the United States and United Kingdom both played pivotal roles in The 
Coup and The Revolution. The “informal” nature of the United States’ colo-
nization of Iran further complicates the relations between the two nations. 

It is against this historical backdrop that I view Peter Freund’s works in 
his exhibition, IRAN|USA. Each of the three videos is 10 minutes long 
with Persian voiceover and English subtitles. The End of an Error (2013) 
and Erased Mossadegh (2015) refer to specific historical events: the 
1953 Coup in Iran and the 1954 Army–McCarthy Hearings in the United 
States, respectively. The third video, Acorus Calamus (2012), uses prose 
to allude to a series of events that span the United States’ history of 
colonization, genocide, and conquest. 

Naft: an Unctuous Relationship
Gelare Khoshgozaran
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In contrast to the historical specificity of the first two videos, the course 
of history is summoned in Acorus Calamus through the generic im-
age of the American flag waving in slow motion, transferring the site 
of “the event” to the site of memory. While each weaving of the flag is 
subtly different from the next–-much as each event in the trajectory of 
the empire is discrete—it is in the slow, repetitive movement of the flag 
that Peter Freund depicts the empire “in decline.” What histories do we 
see contemplating the unharried movement of the American flag in the 
wind? This question is even more relevant today considering that the 
United States is facing a new rise of fascism. In this way, The End of An 
Error and Erased Mossadegh inform the viewership of Acorus Calamus 
by providing two historic references to the imperialist agenda moving 
steadily across the globe.

Freund’s use of video and visual language, beyond the literary language 
of the pieces, makes reference to various works of experimental docu-
mentary, film, and video, drawing his influences from Abbas Kiarostami, 
Jean-Luc Godard, Chris Marker, Straub-Huillet, Yvonne Rainer, Harun 
Farocki, and Trinh T. Minh-ha. Furthermore, I believe that video has 
been the medium of contested Iran-U.S. relations over the past de-
cade. The digital medium circumvents the restrictions of postal mail 
during sanctions, customs’ checks, and the (im)mobility of both artists 
and artworks coming from Iran for exhibition in the United States, and 
vice versa. To learn more about the pieces in the current exhibition, 
their engagement with the subject of history, and other intricacies of 
Freund’s work, I sat down with him to discuss these and other aspects 
of his work.

Gelare Khoshgozaran: The recurring use of Persian in your videos is 
inevitably the first thing that piques my interest. I think about the dif-
ferent ways the work is experienced by “Iranians” or Persian speakers 
versus “Americans” or English speakers. Do you believe in this divide? 
What is it like to experience your own work in a language that you do not 
speak or are not fluent in?

Peter Freund: No, I don’t believe in a divide between Persian and 
English but I’m trying to work with it as a poetic conceit. At this level, 
I’m interested in a politics of viewing in which alterity is partly navi-
gated through the status of words and their relation to images. The divi-
sion of languages in these works of course refers most basically to the 
geopolitical history that, to use a naive term, “links” Iran and the U.S. 
But once you begin talking about translation, which is itself already a 
kind of political metaphor, the otherwise ostensibly even-handed dis-
tinction between languages takes on a different character. In the form 
of the moving image – in contrast to, say, the printed word – translation 
becomes uniquely interesting and problematic.

The moment any film becomes a foreign film, that is, the moment it cir-
culates outside a specific linguistic community, the film becomes a new 
film. In all three pieces you’ve seen of mine, it’s of course no accident 
that I chose to make Persian the primary language and English the sec-
ondary. The choice stages the English speaker as the implicit audience 
and point of address. But I should say this is only the virtual audience 
staged in the work, which is not the same as the actual audience of the 
work. The viewing act shouldn’t ultimately identify with the staged audi-
ence. Quite on the contrary!
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In film, the matter of translation is handled either by overdubbing or 
subtitling. The latter is given ethnographic privilege because it appar-
ently gives greater respect to the original language. At some point, I be-
came interested in a curious paradox in the subtitle form. While the sub-
title is meant to respect and gloss the original language – as opposed 
to an overdub, which negates the original – the subtitle translates at the 
cost of intruding into the visual purity of the image. This has implica-
tions for the utopian thrust of the subtitle. But for me this is not a prob-
lem to be solved but an opening to a poetic aspect. I’ve always found 
something beautiful in subtitles and the way they enter the visual and 
establish a counterpoint rhythm somewhere between voice and image.

Based on this staging of audience, my work implies three distinct “ac-
tual” receptions, each with its own question of alterity. To put them a bit 
stereotypically: one for the Persian-only audience, in which the subtitle 
becomes a purely visual element, perhaps an intrusion, indicating the 
relay to an Other (for example, the international dominance of “Holly-
wood” aesthetics); a second for the English-only audience, in which the 
Persian is encountered as a cipher or linguistic “noise” that the English 
tries to gloss but ultimately keep a bay; and a third for a dual language 
audience, in which the languages both express content but the discrep-
ancy between the two can stand out and perhaps become poetic. Again, 
I don’t believe this is how it all necessarily goes but the distinctions 
for me work at the level of artistic conceit. They’re nothing but jumping-
off points for viewing. The implied receptions can operate within each 
piece, and the ultimate point would be to open a discussion among the 
three implied audiences. That’s one big reason I am so happy to present 
the work internationally, including in Iran and the U.S. I conceptualized 
the basic relations between the languages by working closely with the 
translator for each piece. But obviously my own ignorance of Persian 
interestingly implicates me in the problematic posed by the work.

GK: Right, the “foreignness” is more pronounced when the film is circu-
lated in an English speaking community. And I remember in Iran, Indian 
or Asian movies were not considered “foreign,” but everything in Eng-
lish was. That was the case with music too.

I am drawn to your use of Persian in all three works mostly because they 
vary so much: In The End of An Error, the Persian sounds like a great dub 
on a documentary film. In Erased Mossadegh, it feels more “natural” for 
lack of a better word. But it all gets a bit complicated in Acorus Calamus, 
where the Persian narration is doing something completely different 
than what the English text is doing. At the same time, the English text ap-
pearing as subtitles looks somewhat “secondary” to the Persian narra-
tion. Speaking of the “international dominance of Hollywood aesthetics,” 
this reminded me of a common theme in my experience of “America” in 
Iran: watching American movies with Persian dub, and later subtitles. 
There were always huge discrepancies, especially with cultural refer-
ences that simply never translated. As a translator, I always wonder 
about the potentials of those parallel narratives and the space between 
them–one created by the original language of the movie, and another 
through the translated text: two streams running in different lengths, at 
different speeds and flows.

PF: Right, the tone of the voice-over in The End of an Error deliberately 
echoes the standard documentary narration. I wanted to open up this 
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space of voice over narration in two directions. The first was to inter-
twine the question of historical memory (the end of the McCarthy Red 
Scare period in the U.S.) with a question of pleasure. That is, for whose 
pleasure such knowledge or memory is advanced? In this direction, I 
split the space of the narrator into a narrator proper and a second voice 
that commands the telling of the story, ostensibly a director. The director 
stands in for an enjoyment that regulates the production of knowledge. 
The second opening was to cut, in a very indirect montage, the end of 
the U.S. Red Scare (using the 1954 Army McCarthy Hearings footage) 
against what the U.S. was doing one year earlier half way around the 
world in Iran. The latter is hinted, but not asserted, by giving the voice 
roles to Persian. No historian I’m aware of has argued it, but the coinci-
dence provokes the image of a kind of dissolve between two organizing 
phantasms for the USA, between the fading out of the internal “Red 
menace” and the emerging menace of the “Middle Eastern terrorist,” 
which has played and continues to play such a key role in advancing U.S. 
oil and broader geopolitical interests in the region. The nationalization 
of Iranian oil was a “proto-terrorist” act against the imperialist interests 
of the USA (and UK), which the 1953 coup brought to an end. 

Yes, the discrepancy (or divergence) between primary and secondary 
languages you describe is absolutely interesting to me. The End of an 
Error and Erased Mossadegh don’t really develop this space of diver-
gence much. But you’re right to relate it to Acorus Calamus; the project 
is built on it. The piece very directly expands and problematizes the  
assumed reduction that typically happens in translation. 
 
GK: That’s true. I had to dedicate equal time to both languages in that 
piece. I wasn’t able to follow with occasional glances at the subtitles, 
while listening to the voice over. Can you tell us about the text in Acorus 
Calamus more specifically? Rhyme seems to be very important in the 
English text. 

PF: Acorus presents the visual icon of an empire in decline: the Ameri-
can flag flipped and slowing down. The text narrates events beyond 
(below) the frame, and the story shifts from picnic to parade to riot to 
rally to orgy to lynching to victory and remorse. So the story is pretty 
ambiguous! In fact, the basic connection between image and narrative 
is ambiguous, or to be a little more precise, it’s deliberately problematic. 
It’s only in the secondary language, in the English, and not in the primary 
Persian, that a connection is given. In the narration, the Persian word 
for flag is never uttered. It’s only visible in covert form within the English 
subtitles – by homonym, rhyme, rhythmical coincidence – in words like 
conflagration, flagellation, persiflage and so forth, or gag, wag, nag, bag, 

The End of an Error
(2013)
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brag, stag, sag, dag, and so forth. The common name for the acorus cala-
mus plant is “sweet flag.” What ties the narration to the image of the flag 
is, in fact, only these contingent overlaps in the (English) translation. In 
this way, the secondary language becomes primary, but obviously in a 
very strange and indirect way.

Beyond the coincidences, the whole matter of rhyme also relates to an 
investigation of metricity that I was exploring in prose prosody. That’s a 
longer conversation, though. 

GK: I can’t help but notice gender in these works: the voices, charac-
ters, and narrators are all men. Where are the women looking at these 
histories in your work, especially, if as in The End of An Error, they are 
told from an imaginary contemporary Iran? I remember a moment in that 
piece where one of the narrators coughs in response to the other saying 
“The men are white…and male.” Is this kind of the joke of the piece, or 
the three pieces?

PF: Yes, the line in The End of an Error, “The men are white…and male,” 
along with the laughter that follows it, is meant to point at the absence 
of women and the question of (white) male redundancy. But I might add 
that even the split of the voice-over space, the focus on visual details 
that exceed the narrative exposition, and other structural elements in my 
work already oppose a kind of patriarchal tendency in film. You’re right 
that these pieces quite simply don’t include female voices as an alterna-
tive. But an important reason is that there are no alternative voices at all 
presented in the IRAN|USA portion of my video work, at least at the level 
of content. I’m actually not aiming to create a new narrative or history, or 
at least not in the sense of establishing a position or point of articulation 
with which to identify. But my work is not devoid of a woman’s narrative or 
historical footprint. “The House Is Black” is one of five prints in the show 
which I developed directly out of Forough Farrokhzad’s 1962 film by the 
same name. I admire the way she handles word and image in her film. You 
know, it was in 1954 that she moved away from a satirist in order to write 
poetry! I don’t know the biographical details but it’s an intriguing idea.

GK: Thanks, Peter! I’m glad you brought up that piece because one of 
the most outstanding things about The House Is Black is the fact that 
those exact images and words were put out in the world in 1962 by a 
woman in Iran. The following year the Shah launched his White Revolu-
tion (the irony in the name of this campaign is impossible not to notice 
today!) as his big step toward “Westernization.” But even in The House 
Is Black there is a gender divide between the parts of the voice over by 
Forough and the other parts by the male narrator, her lover, Ebrahim 
Golestan. While she recites her poetry, it is the male voice that provides 
the facts and statistics about leprosy.

PF: That division I find potentially a little stereotypical. But what inter-
ests me there is that the poetic narration, which genders the space of the 
standard patriarchal voice-over, enables the factual statements to stand 
and stage the poetic without dominating. My print, named for Farrokhzad’s 
film, utilizes the entire translated script of the film’s voice-over. The visual 
surface of the print is based on hacking a photograph of the Shah’s lavish 
bedroom by entering Farrokhzad’s script into the underlying code of the 
original image. This hack resulted in an elaborate set of glitch patterns 
that I then used as the palette to create the final image.
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GK: Lastly, how has your last exhibition of the IRAN|USA project at 
Tehran’s Sazmanab informed its current iteration in the United States?

PF: I presented the work in progress at Stanford’s Iranian Studies
Program earlier in 2015, where an audience member objected twice to 
a cited epithet describing the Shah as a “brutal dictator” in Erased
Mossadegh. This man, who was probably old enough to have lived dur-
ing the Shah’s reign, was objecting to the adjective “brutal” but not the 
noun “dictator.” Then in August 2015 during my Tehran exhibit, I had 
a Skype dialogue with an audience at Sazmanab. Among the various 
subjects that came up, we talked at some length about ousted Premier 
Mossadegh as an historical figure – for Iran, for U.S. geo-political in-
terests, and for the U.S. Left. The subject of the Shah didn’t come up; 
although his words appear in Erased Mossadegh, his image is entirely 
absent. These absences stuck with me as I thought about them in rela-
tion to the earlier comment at Stanford. It motivated me to produce ad-
ditional work more directly related to this polarizing figure of the Shah.  
I began developing the ideas for the five Shah prints in my current show.

My hope for the Tehran show was to open some exchanges based on a 
pretty strictly Iran-U.S. focus in relation to the themes you and I have 
been discussing. The 2017 exhibit, in contrast, presents itself in the 
broader frame of “orientalism,” which stands in for urgent questions  
as we now enter the Trump era. 
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Mossadegh Cocktail

Ingredients:

Aragh 
Rosewater 
Sour cherry syrup (Ab-e Albaloo) 
Barberry juice (Ab-e zereshk) 
Absinthe 
Blackberry juice (Ab-e tameshk) 
Vermouth 
Oil

Procedure:

Empty a full bottle of Aragh into a carafe. (You may have a dog present 
in the room, in which case it is best to use Aragh Sagi.)

While holding The Blind Owl (or, if unavailable, then Finnegans Wake) 
in your left hand, add one drop of rosewater, nine drops of sour cherry 
syrup (Ab-e Albaloo), five drops of barberry juice (Ab-e zereshkkkk), 
and three drops of absinthe. [If absinthe is unavailable, use blackberry 
juice (Ab-e tameshk).]

Put down The Blind Owl and open a bottle of dry vermouth. Wave the 
open bottle of vermouth over the carafe allowing the fumes to waft. If 
the dog misinterprets this gesture, pick up Kermit Roosevelt’s Counter-
coup and conduct a stylistic comparison. Resume waving the vermouth 
over the carafe of Aragh. Finally, repeat the same process with a quart 
of motor oil, being careful not to spill any into the Aragh.

Cover over the carafe (preferably with Patoo or mouse-sized blanket) 
and chill for sixty-four (64) days (properly, it should be sixty-four years, 
but we cannot wait that long.) When ready to serve, pour 1.02 liters into 
elegant glasses, add lime skin twist, and serve with favorite side dish. 
Get to bed early. We’re not sure what is in store next. 





IRAN|USA



Acorus Calamus
Project by Peter Freund 

Single channel video 
Year: 2012 
Duration: 10 min

Translator + narrator: Nasser Rahmaninejad

A long take of a U.S. flag blowing in the wind is met with the story of a 
scene unfolding beneath what the image reveals. A narrative voiceover 
describes in oblique degrees a picnic, a parade, a riot, a rally, an orgy,  
an execution (a lynching?), a victory, and remorse. The problematic  
relationship between image, voice, and subtitle itself poses a metaphor 
for the question of “translating the other.”





The End of an Error
Project by Peter Freund

Three channel video installation with sound  
Year: 2013 
Duration: 10 min

Translator + narrator: Nasser Rahmaninejad

The 1954 Army-McCarthy Hearings marked the unmistakable beginning 
of the end of the “Red Scare” period in the United States. Produced for 
the sixtieth anniversary of the televised hearings, The End of an Error 
refashions the archival record to take a side-ways look at this important 
historical event. By fictionalizing the story as a history lesson narrated 
from contemporary Iran (voice in Farsi with English subtitles), this 
three-projection video installation re-positions the expected narrative 
center and reports the demise of the “communist threat” from the van-
tage point of what has since emerged in the American imagination as 
the “terrorist state.” Ultimately, the piece asks: From what position do 
we remember a triumph in history?





Erased Mossadegh
Project by Peter Freund

Single channel video 
Year: 2015 
Duration: 10 min

Translator + actor: Nasser Rahmaninejad

This “subtractive commemoration” of the 1953 coup d’état in Iran
utilizes false testimony as a medium to explore the nature of historical 
memory. Ousted Premier Mohammed Mossadegh, played by Nasser 
Rahmaninejad, alternately delivers three inconsistent accounts of the 
coup drawn directly from the language of the Shah’s memoirs, the CIA 
planning documents for the coup, and a celebrated leftist’s harangue 
against U.S. imperialism. Not a single word of Mossadegh’s is deployed. 
Woven together as a single testimonial given by the wandering pro-
tagonist, the texts decisively fail to add up. In light of today’s historical 
revisionism, the failure begins to reflect on the uses of testimony and 
documentation to cover over not only the factual record but also, more 
radically, the inescapably fictive dimension of historical memory.





Erased Mossadegh (From the Script)
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On August 28, 2015, Sohrab Kashani, director of the Sazmanab Center 
for Contemporary Art (Tehran, Iran), organized a Skype dialogue be-
tween an Iranian audience and Peter Freund coinciding with the solo 
exhibition of Freund’s work, IRAN|USA. What follows is an excerpt of 
that conversation.

 
Speaker 1: Given your subject matter, I really appreciate the artistic 
humor in your work. Can you talk about the humor? 

Peter Freund: The humor ultimately folds into a question of pleasure. 
Whether it likes it or not, the serious side of documentary always  
meets the politics of enjoyment. For example, my piece on the end of 
McCarthyism, The End of an Error, reworks archival footage of these 
sinister historical figures so that they move and wiggle like puppets, 
when they were actually the puppeteers holding the political strings and 
making others do much more than wiggle. For many, myself included, 
the bizarre appearance and reversal of logic offer some humor. 

Speaker 1: Right, but I think there’s something more going on there. 

PF: Yes, at another level, I’m trying to point to a layer of unconscious 
pleasure in historical memory. How do we – and it’s a big question who 
the “we” is – but how do we enjoy remembering the end of a dark period 
in U.S. history? The enjoyment implies a specific orientation toward the 
present and the future. The end of anticommunism was obviously not  
a change in essential political orientation but a reorganization of that  
orientation. One enjoys remembering because it at some level reassures.

Speaker 2: Yes, you have the pleasure that the past is past and the 
enjoyment that you don’t have to worry about those things now. Who  
is being reassured and how does this reassuring pleasure work? 

From Iran to the U.S. and Back:  
Dialogue with Sazmanab Audience 
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PF: Right, the general Iranian public wasn’t particularly reassured. 
(Group laughter.) The pleasure applies to a particular sensibility in the 
U.S. that enjoys remembering the victory over McCarthyism as a triumph 
of liberal values. This liberal sensibility enjoys the sufficiency of the 
victory while taking for granted the premises from which a new future 
was already proceeding. The slow demise of the internal Red Menace in 
the U.S., which culminated in these 1954 televised hearings, dovetailed 
with the U.S. claim that Mossadegh was a communist (or at least under 
the sway of the Tudeh Party) and therefore needed to be removed from 
power in 1953. To cut it short, this liberal agenda in the U.S. was deeply 
invested in the imperialist project.

Speaker 3: I am wondering why you chose Mossadegh? I mean, Iran’s 
history has so many critical characters, both positive and negative, but 
of course Mossadegh has a really important role in Iran’s history. So 
why was he so interesting for you?

PF: Mossadegh, as you may know, is also an important figure for the 
political Left in the United States, to the extent that there is a political 
Left left in the U.S. (Group laughter.) Mossadegh is admired because he 
had the intelligence, stature, perseverance and guts to stand up to the 
imperialist powers (the U.S. and the U.K.) by nationalizing Iranian oil, 
which was of course a bedrock resource for the post-war development of 
U.S. power. Mossadegh is admired as an anti-imperialist who success-
fully (at least for a time) countered the hegemony of the U.S. My interest 
partly comes from my own admiration, which only increased when I read 
his memoirs in preparation for the project, and my interest comes partly 
from questions I have about how his image functions for the U.S. Left. 

Mossadegh was not fulfilling some campaign promises he concocted 
in the hopes of getting elected. His story is radically different. It spans 
many years of working tirelessly and ingeniously on the oil question. But 
Mossadegh is remembered by too many Leftists (or Leftist sympathiz-
ers) in the U.S. as a valiant victim of imperialism. The memory of the 
1953 coup is not trivial by any means. Obviously if you want to under-
stand anything about recent history in Iran, the Middle East, or the U.S. 
for that matter, you need to make reference to the coup. But the danger 
is to emphasize the coup at the expense of this lost cause – with all its 
instructive, puzzling, and inspiring machinations – in which Mossadegh 
was the key figure. 

Erased Mossadegh
(2015)
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Speaker 4: Aside from his important role in politics, he was also so in-
teresting dramatically. I mean, the choices he made in life, the passion-
ate way he used to express himself publicly, not to mention the fact that 
he was always in his bed – it felt so dramatic.

PF: I absolutely agree. From what I’ve seen and read, he was an utterly 
singular person, in the way he thought, wrote, spoke, and dared to act. 
Right, he strikes me as an artist in a certain way. His ongoing physical 
collapse combined with his daring, the fact that he worked from bed,  
I think it’s all just extremely compelling and inspiring.

Speaker 4: Yes!

Sohrab Kashani (Sazmanab Director): I’m curious to know how 
you collaborated with Nasser Rahmaninejad, given his portrayal of 
Mossadegh in the past and his extensive work in theatre and politics. 

PF: First of all, I’m really sorry it didn’t work out for Nasser to be 
here to speak with us. Yes, as others may or may not know, in the last 
several years, there was a theatrical production of an historical play, 
called Mossadegh, by Reza Allamehzadeh, which toured the U.S. and 
Europe. Nasser Rahmaninejad performed the lead role of Mohammad 
Mossadegh. The play presented a dramatic tribute to the ousted Prime 
Minister and to his contributions to history, focusing on Mossadegh’s 
prime ministry, his brilliant testimony before the International Court at 
the Hague, and the coup. I attended the play and couldn’t grasp it, ex-
cept for the rousing reception, until the subtitled video documentation 
later came out. Nasser’s experience with the role partly led me to the 
project of Erased Mossadegh. But of course my approach was going to 
be very different. 

In Iran, Rahmaninejad was a theatre director for many years and was ar-
rested by the SAVAK under the Shah for his work in the theatre and im-
prisoned until the revolution at which point he managed to get out of the 
country, ended up in Paris and eventually landed in the U.S. where he 
now resides. Nasser continues to be very active in theatre and politics, 
as a writer, actor, and activist. 

I met Rahmaninejad about ten years ago in Berkeley – a mutual friend 
introduced us initially – and almost immediately I wanted to do projects 
with him. He’s a very humble, kind, generous person with a solid ethi-
cal backbone drawn from a life committed to art and politics. As an 
actor, he has a fabulous vaudevillian physical sense and a voice that 
combines strength and tenderness. When I met him, he reminded me 
of a Iranian Charlie Chaplin! He’s very serious about politics but also 
somebody who is very much up for an adventure. I’m really very lucky 
that Nasser has agreed to work with me as an actor and translator on 
several projects now, including the three video pieces presented here 
at Sazmanab. 

Speaker 3: I want to ask about the making of Erased Mossadegh. Do 
you believe you can make video art about something so political without 
taking sides in a political issue?

Speaker 1: Are you saying like the way documentaries should be?

Speaker 5: I think he’s doing exactly the same thing as a documentarian.
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Speaker 1: Yeah, but even in a documentary it’s impossible to be 
apolitical. It’s impossible in every form of creation because from the be-
ginning you’re taking sides in the way you pick a subject or some phrase.

Speaker 3: In the selection? 

Speaker 1: Yeah, you are obligated to take sides. 

Speaker 3: But are you ever successful?

Speaker 1: Peter, he’s wondering if you are successfully able to take no 
sides in your work. It seems you are trying to be neutral about political 
issues, so he wants to know if you are taking sides or if you are trying to 
avoid that.

PF: I’m not trying to be neutral at all. I think any sort of artwork pres-
ents a position but it’s not a position wedged within the public’s exist-
ing framework. The whole point of doing an art piece is to try to open up 
something a little bit different that reshapes the framework itself. So, 
yes, I’m trying to do something political, of course, because it’s politi-
cal subject matter. But my artistic aim is not necessarily to take a side 
within the established bounds of public debate. I’m doing something 
political by trying to open up the gaps, cracks and other perspectives 
within the subject and the framework that gives it its political charge. 
This is hard to accomplish. I’ve found that in presenting work that 
draws on archival materials and has such charged political content, it 
can be difficult for an audience not to simply reduce the work to docu-
mentary. But if you look at what I’m doing, it’s clearly not documentary; 
rather it’s something peculiar, and if it is art, it’s these peculiarities 
that are the focal point. 

Speaker 6: By showing your work to such diverse audiences in differ-
ent cultures and venues, the reactions you get, how does that make you 
– I can’t say feel – but what does that do to you? Your subjects are very 
unusual. They are not that popular. I know you stretch things and you 
present things to people who really have to pay attention and think and 
re-think. So, what reactions do you get to your work and how do they  
impact you as an artist?

PF: It’s hard to answer that in a very general way, but presenting the 
work is always kind of terrifying because I don’t know what people are 
going to do with the pieces. And some of the subjects, obviously, are 
pretty politically electric. But the unpredictability of the experience is 
partly what really interests and inspires me. The very fact that the work 
is unsettling, I think, opens up an opportunity for the audience to inter-
pret, to intervene. So for me it’s inspiring to present work and hear what 
people have to say about it – even if they disagree with my methods.
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Artist Peter Freund investigates the fictive element in facts and the 
factual force of fiction in his IRANIUSA + other nonorientable 
surfaces, which he here explores in dialogue with an ensemble of 
historical heavyweights. 

Donald Wilber: You claim to be interested in “historical memory.” But 
what do you really mean – what is this “historical memory”? After all, 
history is the time when your relationship with the political body to 
which you belong marks you as the loss of memory. Simply put, history 
begins where memory ends. 

Peter Freund: Yes, it’s a contradiction in terms to say “historical mem-
ory” and for that reason the phrase has, for me, a two-fold utility. The 
contradiction points to the belated and retroactive effect of memory. As 
we remember, we are already historicizing by “writing” the history with-
in which the past event we recall has a function for us in the present. 
The phrase “historical memory” also points in the opposite direction to 
the ideological feature of history and historiography by which a narra-
tive becomes a collective reflex. History is virtual memory, and memory 
becomes virtual history.

Donald Wilber: Another problem I have is with your treatment of the 
Middle East. The main work in IRAN|USA brings together Farsi and 
English, linguistically and by extension geographically. But what about 
these other works, Camp and Is Paris Burning?, which point to the Arab 
world, China, and Cambodia? I read somewhere that you spent some 
time as a student living in Cairo and much more recently in Asia. So it 
is out of either an embarrassing ignorance or flippant poor taste that 
you confuse these different regions and histories? 

Peter Freund: You’re referring to the segment of the show under the 

The Real World of Hallucinatory Politics:
A Round Table in a Square Hole
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subheading, “+other nonorientable surfaces.” The connections are 
indeed specious. This body of work makes no argument of it but the 
conflation should be taken as a reference to “orientalism,” with all the 
problematic implications of this exotic conceit.  

Teymur Bakhtiar: Even before one gets to this wider frame of refer-
ence, the individual works in your exhibit already present terrible con-
flations. For example, The End of an Error seems to narrate the end of 
McCarthyism in the U.S. from an Iranian perspective. Why on earth are 
these political hearings narrated in Farsi? 

Peter Freund: I started with a somewhat simple-minded historical co-
incidence. The Army-McCarthy hearings publicly tested the legitimacy 
of Senator McCarthy’s smear tactics during the anticommunist hysteria 
following the Second World War. The hearings were the first political 
event of their kind to be televised in the U.S. and as such presented 
a landmark use of the media that helped shift the public tide against 
the Red Scare. That was 1954, one year after the U.S. advanced its first 
CIA-sponsored coup d’état against a foreign nation: the overthrow of 
the Mossadegh government of Iran.

In The End of an Error, the unexpected coupling of archival image and 
Farsi narration points an oblique finger toward a shift in political phan-
tasms. The piece de-centers the expected, self-congratulatory narrative 
on the end of McCarthyism by reporting the demise of the domestic 
“communist threat” from the fictionalized vantage point of what has 
since emerged in the American imagination as the “terrorist state.” 
Simply put, from what position do we remember a triumph in history?

Teymur Bakhtiar: But again why is the piece narrated in Farsi? I tend 
to agree with Wilber. You want to be careful not to cross over into the 
Arab world from Iran.   

Peter Freund: If there’s any historical corrective implied in the instal-
lation, it’s introduced only by free association. The U.S. imagination 
may associate terrorism more directly with the Arabic language than 
Farsi. But wasn’t it the 1953 coup of a non-Arab country – Iran – that 
gave eventual rise to the specter the U.S. now associates with Middle 
East terrorism? 

Erased Mossadegh
(2015)
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Forough Farrokhzad: It is important to see that The End of an Error 
is not simply “narrated in Farsi.” The narration is driven by two Farsi 
voices that are apparently at odds with one another. The work doesn’t 
advance the so-called confusions or conflations about which some 
people seem worried. The split within the space of narration is important 
because the monolithic “other” is not usually afforded such a distinc-
tion. The monolithic portrait refuses the poetic space opened by these 
contraries. Can you tell us about this distinction in the piece?

Peter Freund: That’s right, the narration is divided between a narrator 
proper and another for whom the narration is advanced, ostensibly a 
director. First of all, the split narration hints at the state-orchestrated 
forced confessions (not to mention, the genre of parody videos coming 
out of Iran) that form another overlap between McCarthyism and fac-
tors in Iran.  But I have a second interest. The split narration dramatizes 
a triangular relationship, already implicit in documentary, between the 
subject matter (McCarthyism), the knowledge imparted (the narrator), 
and the enjoyment of that knowledge (the director). The director char-
acter is an absent third party who speaks, not from a neutral position, 
but from an interested position of enjoyment that regulates the knowl-
edge doled out by the narration.
 
Sadegh Hedayat: Here we have entered not into the fabricated world 
of documentary but into the real world of hallucinatory politics. We  
look up at McCarthy, Cohn, Stevens, even Joseph Welch, and the other 
minions of that particular moment of U.S. history. The viewer stands 
there gaping at them in their proper grandeur as shadows flapping on 
the wall. What will explain all this to the helpless viewer? The bickering 
of an imagined master and the slave he secretly envies.

Peter Freund: A documentary narration tries to command its footage 
as evidence or illustration and thereby fix it into a piece of knowledge. 
But the authority of the image in fact comes from the visual details that 
are irrelevant to the documentary content, that is, from the wayward 
minutiae that escape the narrative logic. Details, such as the shifting 
direction of creases in a photographer’s jacket or the method of adjust-
ing one’s glasses, render the documentary footage “real” precisely 
because these subtleties can’t be reduced to the handmaid of a film’s 
ostensible purposes. Such irrelevant nuances serve as a retroactive 
stamp of authenticity.

In this negative space of a documentary’s argument lies what psycho-
analysts call “surplus enjoyment.” The installation aims to bring out 
this aspect of enjoyment, which typically works in a marginal, domesti-
cated form in the documentary.

Kermit Roosevelt: Enjoyment? Well, you handle documentary foot-
age like a perverse vandal. Didn’t you use death camp footage in your 
film, Camp, and then juxtapose the image of the victim’s corpses with 
Carmen Miranda in the tutti frutti hat? Horrifyingly bad taste!

Peter Freund: Camp is a piece that scrupulously juxtaposes the figure 
of the concentration camp and campy aesthetics. I appropriated a small 
sampling of footage from Alain Resnais’ film Night and Fog, which else-
where presents such images. But look again at my film, look very care-
fully, the material you may have seen simply isn’t there! Now, my aim 
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in fact is to point at the very workings of fantasy in traumatic memory. 
You are not the first to hallucinate footage of the victim’s bodies. Ulti-
mately such an accusation is probably directed more to an aesthetic 
transgression – for example, the way the film departs from standards of 
narrative about the Holocaust – than the ethical choice of any material 
in it. The ethical and the aesthetic are linked very precisely here. The 
problem of form is, as you have just demonstrated, already a problem  
of content. 

Kermit Roosevelt: I know what I saw.

Peter Freund: Camp was included in a museum show in Bonn, Germany. 
At a dinner, I spoke with a few of the curators who took the piece. They 
explained there’d been considerable controversy during the jurying. 
Precisely because of the history, for me it was an honor that a German 
institution wanted the film. Reflecting on the controversy, one cura-
tor remarked that Germans today still don’t want to acknowledge that 
the people were “turned on by Hitler.” Pasolini’s Salò – one of the films 
cited in Camp  – makes a painfully brilliant connection between fascism 
(the exercise of fascist power) and the contemporary injunction to enjoy 
(everyone’s got to have a good time). In effect, Salò asserts that any
legitimate question of politics or ethics must be posed within the 
framework of fantasy and pleasure. I can only hope that Camp contrib-
utes something to such questions.

Kermit Roosevelt: Speaking of getting turned on, I’m a little uncom-
fortable with the obsessive oscillations in The End of an Error. The 
movement seems to mock the time of historical progress with, dare  
I say, an autoerotic flair.  

Peter Freund: If you like! In a proper documentary, the wayward mi-
nutiae register as so many bits of irrelevant nonsense that provide 
unconscious pleasure. You could say these details constitute “the 
unconscious of the image.” We enjoy them as the cushiony threshold of 
our claims to know or understand. As such, they occupy the space of 
fantasy in the image. We make quiet associations with these details – 
about the people, the time, the place, and so forth in the film – but need 
not confront the pleasure we take from them.

Sadegh Hedayat: I think Mr Roosevelt has just enjoyed a little too 
much confrontation. Have you no sense of decency? (Laughter)

Peter Freund: Exactly, the viewer typically enjoys the irrelevance of 
these little visual details but not too much. So when brought into the fore-
ground, these nuances can become – speaking of Welch’s plea – indecent, 
even obscene, at least from the perspective of stone-cold rational argu-
ment. The retraced movements in the installation’s visual track exagger-
ate – sometimes with what I hope is a ludicrous elegance – the oscilla-
tions of pleasure. A feeling of masturbatory obsession? Maybe!

Kermit Roosevelt: I wasn’t saying I enjoyed it. I was simply observing. 

Peter Freund: In The End of an Error, once the director is able to fully 
indulge his enjoyment of the irrelevant details by completely separat-
ing them off from the narrative’s concerns, you’ll notice, he disappears 
from the scene. The result, which stretches the remainder of the piece, 
is too much enjoyment. Released from the demands of the director, 
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the narrator proceeds to sprint in vain after the image’s nonsense as if 
he might gain direct access to the object. It’s a little Quixote tilting at 
windmills: an empiricist’s farce.

Donald Wilber: Every decent person is concerned with protecting the 
factual record. Just think about the dangers of today’s “fake news.” 
Surely you are warning us not to enjoy too much, not to fabricate the 
truth. History is an important record. Don’t forget that those who fail 
to remember the past are doomed to repeat it! 

Peter Freund: No, you seem to have forgotten what I said earlier. Col-
lective memory doesn’t take place in the simple past. It’s produced in 
the present, even when it’s merely recited or replayed. The retroactive 
effect unavoidably imbues the facts with a degree of fabulation. But 
this fabulation isn’t a question of bias or a distortion of facts in histori-
cal memory. Rather, it introduces the inescapable role of fantasy. 

Donald Wilber: So there are no facts?

Peter Freund: Yes, we can of course talk about facts and about defend-
ing the status of the facts. For example, we can recount what we know 
about the blow by blow of a coup d’état as the factual record from which 
we should take a lesson. But an important truth is revealed in the enjoy-
ment of knowledge and for whose pleasure a knowledge is constructed 
and put on display. The documentary image, as congealed memory, 
holds this truth but not where we expect it. It’s not the knowledge, as the 
image’s positive content, that we enjoy. We enjoy the excesses of its au-
thority, or more precisely, the excesses within its authority. Concretely 
we enjoy these wayward minutiae.

Donald Wilber: Your Erased Mossadegh – a most unfortunate title – is 
built out of fabricated facts and misattributed statements. 

Peter Freund: Yes, Erased Mossadegh is built out of false testimony as 
a metaphor. The character of Mossadegh is made to say only the words 
of others – mainly his detractors; he says nothing of his own. He is 
turned into a puppet, something he never was! At a second level, these 
words move from outright lie to convenient facts to hysterical outrage 
and back. I used your factual account of the coup, which falls mainly in 
the second category, as a central building block.  

Erased Mossadegh
(2015)
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Shaban Jafari: Right, the mass media distract the public from what 
is really going on out in the streets and in the chambers of power. The 
same can be said for the documentarians! Now is the time to act, not 
make movies about it. Isn’t that what you’re saying?

Peter Freund: No, the point is that no matter how honorable its cause, 
no matter how rigorous or subtle its insights, the historical docu-
mentary runs into the question of fantasmatic enjoyment. We are now 
roughly three years past the sixtieth anniversary of the Army-McCarthy 
hearings. What do we enjoy about remembering the fall of McCarthy? 
What is the end (as in the aim) of this remembered error of anticom-
munism? Is it merely to relish one’s own “liberal decency”? Even Emile 
de Antonio’s Point of Order, a film I greatly admire, can be mistaken as 
a liberal applause line.

Shaban Jafari: Right, we make up our own narratives, tell our own 
story, assert our separate truths. Then death to the liberals! 

Sadegh Hedayat: Don’t pay any attention to him; he himself has been 
dead for over ten years. I see where you’re headed. We’re not simply 
singing the postmodern jingle: “Fiction is the repressed other of his-
tory.” In 1954, the liberal imagination in the USA had already begun to 
daydream the Islamic terrorist state.  

Peter Freund: I made The End of an Error two years before the rise of 
Donald Trump. At the time, even some of my closest friends thought 
the piece was amusingly irrelevant because the country, under Obama, 
seemed leagues away from the Red Scare. The nightmare has returned, 
and what will the image of McCarthyism have to offer us in this time? My 
point is that this nightmare image will have to be reinvented, not by simple 
analogy but by digging into the very essence of what we enjoy about it. 

Shaban Jafari: Reality is a performative gesture that I enjoy. I now 
pronounce you Shah of Iran. See, that’s how it works! 

Peter Freund: No, that’s not what I’m saying. I –

Shaban Jafari: Those running the show in Washington learned it from 
the postmoderns, who gave them the post-fact alt-fact world. What 
underlying feature of reality enables this shape-shifting? The good-old 
boy’s tabula rasa! Long live the post-fact alt-fact world! 

Erased Mossadegh
(2015)



47

Sadegh Hedayat: The Brainless may have a point. The current U.S. 
regime owes an odd debt to the postmodern absurdity of autonomous 
performativity. But the so-called “performative” produces a reality 
not from the efficacy of the gesture but from the failure of the gesture. 
There’s an unmistakable hint of that distinction in your film Camp? 
When you put side by side the ideas of the death camp and the campy 
performance, it projects the somber politico into a flamboyant ethics  
of the campy. 

Peter Freund: As the old story goes, the light, low-culture, passive 
frivolity of camp actively resists the weight of high culture. But, for me, 
the key feature of the campy’s ethics is not its opposition to high cul-
ture but rather its pretension. The campy resists by imitating, by quot-
ing, and most importantly by failing to achieve sophistication. Therein 
lies the campy’s excessive enjoyment. The resistance goes beyond 
simple poor taste or even satire. The flamboyance of the campy is built 
on an unapologetic (serious) embrace of pretension. Its inherent failure 
reflects back not just on its own expression but on expressivity as such 
and reveals the essential pretension – that is, the bullshitting layer – in 
all expression. 

Fade to Black, Music Up.

Fictional Contributors

Teymur Bakhtiar was an Iranian general 
and the founder and head of SAVAK,  
the Shah’s secret police (1956-1961). 
Bakhtiar was dismissed by the Shah in 
1961 and was assassinated in Iraq in 1970 
by SAVAK agents.

Forough Farrokhzad was an Iranian poet 
and film director. She created the 1962  
poetic documentary The House Is Black, 
an important work in film history that  
celebrates the residents of the Bababaghi 
Hospice leper colony in the East Azerbaijan 
Province of Iran. 

Peter Freund was a student of theory and
a documentarian who one day mistakenly 
entered an art studio, where he has ever 
since been making video installations. 

Sadegh Hedayat was an Iranian writer, 
translator and intellectual, best known for 
his innovative novel, The Blind Owl (1936).

Shaban Jafari, also known as “Shaban
the Brainless,” was an Iranian strongman 
and infamous street thug who was instru-
mental in overthrowing Prime Minister 
Mohammad Mossadegh’s government in the 
U.S.-sponsored 1953 Iranian coup d’état.

Kermit Roosevelt, grandson of former 
U.S. President Theodore Roosevelt, was a 
Harvard-educated intelligence officer in 
the U.S. Office of Strategic Services (OSS) 
– the precursor to the CIA – and later an 
operative who played a key role in the CIA’s 
1953 overthrow of Mohammed Mossadegh 
and re-installation of the former Shah of 
Iran. Roosevelt authored the book Counter-
coup, published in the fateful year of 1979, 
in which he  tried to argue that the coup was 
intended to stave off a communist takeover 
in Iran and that the restoration of the Shah 
to power was legitimate and just. 

Donald Wilber was a principal architect 
of the 1953 coup d’état in Iran, “Operation 
Ajax,” that deposed Iranian Prime Minister 
Mohammad Mossadegh. In 1954, Wilber 
authored a retrospective account of the 
coup, Clantestine Service History: Overthrow 
of Premier Mossadeq of Iran (November 
1952-August 1953), which is available 
through the U.S. Freedom of Information Act. 



Erased Mossadegh (2015)
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Mossadegh’s Revolution and 
the U.S. Internationalists 
Mike Noonan

It was only eight years after World War II. The generation that watched 
the events of 1953 unfold had experienced unparalleled upheavals. They 
were raised on memories of war and revolution in childhood. They saw the 
International Brigades mobilized against fascism in Spain. On the Left, 
the internationalist ideal was kept alight by the few who believed that in 
the midst of great upheavals, a small spark can light a fire that illuminates 
the future. On the American left, the internationalists of the Socialist 
Workers’ Party watched developments in Iran with a critical eye. 

“Premier Mossadegh of Iran won a unanimous vote of confidence 64-0 
in parliament Jan. He intends to decree a new election law increasing the 
number of representatives.” (In World Events, Militant, January 19, 1953)

Iran figured prominently in the pages of “The Militant” amidst reports 
on mass strikes in Ceylon, revolution brewing in Bolivia, and the 
appeals for solidarity by persecuted Trotskyists in Mao’s China. The 
great powers played realpolitik with the human energies unleashed in 
Iran, but the internationalists knew that behind Mossadegh’s rise stood 
the masses of poor and working people. Their words and their thoughts 
were with the people of Iran, hoping that they would secure a lasting 
victory against imperialism on their own terms. 

“Mossadegh’s mass popularity rests upon the expropriation of the 
British-American imperialist oil holdings two years ago.” (In World Events, 
Militant, January 19, 1953)

Mossadegh’s democratic revolution unfolded with an inexorable logic: 
democracy, self determination, and the patrimony of Iran taken back 
from the British-owned Anglo-Iranian oil company. Imperialism could 
not accept this. The Iranian democratic revolution had bested the 
British, and by extension, challenged the framework within which U.S. 
imperialism operates. The internationalists, partisans of revolution 
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against their own bourgeoisie, defended these advances in the papers 
they sold in union halls and on streetcorners, carried from state to state 
by over-the-road truckers who had learned to see fellow workers in the 
masses marching in Tehran. 

“Wall Street and the Eisenhower administration are holding their breath 
in the hope that the military coup in Teheran which has returned the exiled 
Shah of Iran to power and deposed Premier Mossadegh will prove lasting.” 
(Oil Imperialists Back Royalist Coup in Iran, Militant, August 24, 1953)

With the August 19th coup, the military forces of the Iranian state 
seized power and placed it in the hands of the monarchy. The army was 
made-to-order by the former ruler Reza Shah, an authoritarian leader 
whose ambition was bought and paid for by British imperialism’s pound 
sterling. In 1953, at the head of the coup stood Reza Shah’s milquetoast 
son Mohammed. Pulled by puppet-strings stretching from London and 
Washington, Mohammed Reza Shah had already headed up one failed 
coup attempt against Mossadegh.  He kept his bags packed in case 
another hasty retreat was in order, and for this reason he was known as 
“The Suitcase Monarch”. 

“A pitched battle occurred in the streets in which American-made 
Sherman tanks were used.” (Oil Imperialists Back Royalist Coup in Iran, 
Militant, August 24, 1953)

The internationalists never forgot that the drama playing out in the 
streets of Tehran was linked on the international plane to the United 
States and its war machine. The international arms trade was born long 
before 1953, and the Iranian army was equipped with the latest military 
hardware to fight on the side of imperialism, especially against its own 
population. Sherman tanks in the streets of Tehran provided the brute 
force to put an end to Mossadegh’s regime.

“The Stalinists have deliberately refrained from utilizing the mass of 
workers to organize a revolution that could have cleansed the country of 
monarchist-feudal elements.”(Oil Imperialists Back Royalist Coup in Iran, 
Militant, August 24, 1953)

The millions-strong Tudeh Party was built by Iranian socialists who had 
known the Bolsheviki through their Northern borders long before the 
Russian Revolution shook the world. The 1920s saw Lenin’s internation-
alist strategy usurped by Stalin’s nationalist agenda. Through purges 
and persecution, the Communist parties of the world including Tudeh 
were bureaucratized and turned to the will of Moscow. What was once 
the tactic of “March separately, but strike together!” was transformed 
into submission to nationalist leaders, from the progressive such as 
Mossadegh, to the traitorous such as Chiang Kai-shek. The internation-
alists sounded the alarm against this catastrophic policy – a democratic 
revolution which left the army intact was providing imperialism with the 
means to cut the revolution down. 

“In London, stocks of the expropriated oil companies soared in anticipa-
tion of the early return of the properties to the British capitalists.” 
(Oil Imperialists Back Royalist Coup in Iran, Militant, August 24, 1953)

The true nature of the 1953 coup was revealed in the surging stocks 
that accompanied the unleashed military repression on the ground in 
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Iran.  The “Suitcase Monarch” was installed in a palace ringed by Sher-
man tanks and troops with American guns. The national evolution of 
the country towards a parliament-governed constitutional state was 
arrested in its tracks, forced backward by the government of the new 
Shah. The internationalists drew the connection between the interna-
tional marketplace and the coup. Even in defeat, lessons could be drawn 
for a future that would continue to produce revolutions and counter-
revolutionary coups. 

 
Conclusion

The internationalists of 1953 saw it as their duty to watch closely and 
explain the coup in Iran. It was unquestionable what side they were on, 
no matter how clearly they saw in advance the limits and defeats which 
ultimately befell the revolution in Iran. For the internationalists of the 
American left, the drama of the 1953 coup could only be understood 
through the lens of internationalism, solidarity and hope for a more 
humane future for all humanity – a spirit that would animate the move-
ments of protest and solidarity against imperialism throughout the 
decades of the Cold War and after.



Interregnum B: Enter the Shah (Buried Material)
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In Peter Freund’s Erased Mossadegh, one finds at least two ways in 
which the concept of erasure is at work. There is, of course, the histori-
cal reference to the 1953 coup by the United States and the United 
Kingdom that deposed Mohammad Mossadegh as Prime Minister of 
Iran. A second gesture of erasure seems bound up with the desire for 
this deeply beloved historical figure of anti-imperial resistance within 
the Iranian cultural imaginary. I explored this apparent duality with 
Freund in conversation.  
 

Targol Mesbah (Assistant Professor in Anthropology & Social 
Change at the California Institute of Integral Studies): You have 
described Erased Mossadegh as a “subtractive commemoration.” How 
does this notion describe your piece?

Peter Freund: Right, the first level of subtraction simply refers to the 
historical record. The second points to its imaginary stake. But there’s 
a third. I’m interested in a triangulation that implicates the “Iranian cul-
tural imaginary” not as a focus in itself (although the piece doesn’t ex-
clude that perspective) but as a fantasmatic reference point for the U.S. 
Left. We often indirectly valorize U.S. imperialist power when stressing 
the fact that its most brilliant and dedicated opponents (Mossadegh 
among them) were ultimately crushed under its apparatus.

As you know, my script is sewn together out of fragments from three 
inconsistent accounts of the 1953 coup – from the Shah’s memoirs, the 
retroactively-constructed CIA planning documents (Donald Wilber), 
and an anti-imperialist harangue (Noam Chomsky). The script is then 
“falsely” planted in the mouth of an actor, Nasser Rahmaninejad, play-
ing the part of Premier Mossadegh. Erased Mossadegh is meant to pres-
ent a particular kind of false testimony that “erases” in the spirit of the 
artwork to which its title obliquely refers: Robert Rauschenberg’s 1953 

To Erase the Image Is to Metabolize It
Targol Mesbah
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Erased de Kooning. I don’t mean to vandalize the figure of Mohammed 
Mossadegh but to trace a specific (empty) space underlying his image. 
The first question is: Whose image of Mossadegh?

TM: Right, your piece is in no way disparaging towards Mossadegh. There 
is rather a certain whimsical approach and the various texts I think are one 
aspect of this playfulness. Visually, the piece has a comic book aesthetic. 
There is a spirited tension between the historical weight of this figure, 
the various desires for the image of Mossadegh and the impossibility of 
recuperating him as an object of desire. I think this is a productive impos-
sibility for the way it opens up all kinds of questions about “whose image 
of Mossadegh.” The temporal coincidence of the coup and Rauschenberg’s 
Erased de Kooning also plays with historical facticity (1953) and a more 
contingent sense of history. Would you say it might also signal a relation 
between historical memory and histories of the image?

PF: You’re very much catching my intended drift. Contingency, as the 
rule of the present moment, dictates that what-is depends less on what 
you did than on what you do next. The present therefore comes before 
the past. The present faces the past as its precedent but it also has to 
reconstruct the past in its own image. When you remember something, 
and you think it’s important, what’s at stake in remembering, in “going 
back”? What is at stake in remembering Mohammed Mossadegh, a  
brilliant and passionate leader, in our present context?

Now, the Erased de Kooning, as you know, was a project in which the art-
ist Robert Rauschenberg got ahold of a canvas of Willem de Kooning, 
the reigning master of the New York art scene at the time, and then took 
a month painstakingly erasing the pencil, oil paint, and crayon until the 
white surface underneath emerged. Much can be said about this poetic 
gesture, but the piece is based on a particular reversion to the past. 
Beyond the ridiculous amount of labor it took, and the scandalous joke 
against capital within the art market, the basic point of the gesture is 
that you can’t just go back. Something else emerges when you go back. 
When you go all the way back to the very beginning, to a zero degree, 
an image of emptiness emerges that is full of associations. The im-
age of the past must be taken as a hole in the present. To arrive at the 
beginning, at the present moment, you have to risk removing the image 
in front of you. Such is the task of art. True memory, or the memory of 
truth, depends less on recall and finding the right narrative to explain it 
than on ingesting, metabolizing, and ultimately eliminating the image of 
the past by a creative process. What remains of the image is what lives 
within you in the present.

TM: A nuanced occupation with historical memory comes through 
strongly across your various pieces. Moving from this sense of tempo-
rality to its spatial expression in Erased Mossadegh, can you situate 
your use of color in this piece?

PF: The space of Erased Mossadegh initially appears subdivided 
horizontally from left to right. At the end of the piece, one discovers 
that the linearity of the space is curved and that the overarching  
space is ultimately a loop. Each space is identified with a cited text 
(following discursive rules) and a color. The left space is green, in 
which Mossadegh excerpts from the Shah’s memoirs. The middle 
space is yellow, in which Mossadegh excerpts from the CIA 
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documents. And the right space is red, in which Mossadegh excerpts 
from a Noam Chomsky anti-imperialist diatribe. The order of spaces 
is deliberately flipped based on the standard political left/right 
orientation.

I lifted the color palette partly from the color symbology of Bahram 
Beyzaie’s Four Boxes (the “Danger!” that punctuates the piece is also 
Beyzaie), for loose associations with the military, religious, and political 
(Tudeh) interests. However, the black from Four Boxes, which in Beyzaie 
signals “the people” is in Erased Mossadegh converted to white, the 
abstracted background of the scene. The second color reference is to 
the Iranian flag, which you see in the ice cream at the end of Erased 
Mossadegh. This vertical stacking of flavors approximates a 90-degree 
turn of the horizontal configuration of colors in the three spaces.

TM: One of the things that strikes me is the semiotic precision with 
which you approach the crafting of your images (and texts) and yet the 
piece seems to transform that very precision into a space of undecid-
ability. Can you speak to your process in working with such specific  
aesthetic and historical references?

PF: “Semiotic precision,” that’s a daunting phrase, especially when 
paired with undecidability! (Laughter) But that really is the entry point 
for some humor in my art. I’m interested in how to specify an idea to the 
precise extent that it is incomprehensible, that is, how to register the 
blindspot of a specific imaginary. One must try to be precise and spec-
ify its gaps and elisions. But how can I give a lucid explanation that 
doesn’t merely require the servitude of the image? What you’re calling 
semiotic precision refers to a decisively impotent gesture in my work. 
Not as you might find in satire, but I’m trying to turn the semiotic or in-
terpretive armature on the background, where something marginal and 
unstable is functioning. You probably find this gesture more emphatic 
in The End of an Error and Acorus Calamus. But this is not the semiotics 
of metalanguage.

The materialist impulse in experimental film history shares with semiot-
ics this utopian vision of stepping outside the hegemonic system, not 
perhaps through a directly analytic gesture but through self-referenti-
ality. It’s as if Galileo were to show the instruments to the Inquisitors. 
It doesn’t work like that. This is the problem of the university discourse: 
enlightenment through explanations. But you can’t step outside. You can 
only trip and fall and then try to stand from that exact outside position! 
The misstep, or faux pas, I believe, where something is risked, is the 
only hope of glimpsing alterity. There’s a moment of explanation, for ex-
ample, the moment of theory or criticism that endeavors to mobilize art 
to change the coordinates of the symbolic order, yes, but the prevailing 
academic notion that we need to explain and become clear about how we 
are all mediated by images and words – by “discourse” or “media” – hits 
a dead end, and not a very productive dead end at that.

The historical references to the 1953 U.S.-sponsored coup in Iran and 
1954 Army-McCarthy hearings strike me as key turning points that  
resonate with the time in which we live today. Even before the election 
of U.S. President Trump, the coinciding events of the overthrow of  
Mossadegh in Iran and the ostensible end of the domestic Red Scare  
in the U.S. have deserved reimagining, separately and together.
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TM: I’m interested in how you might see such re-imaginings as collec-
tive endeavors. The recent “Open Letter by Iranian Dissidents to Pres-
ident-Elect Donald Trump,” to me a deeply troubling text, performs its 
own manufactured consent as the voice of dissent against the Islamic 
Republic of Iran in appealing to Trump to support democracy by breaking 
from the nuclear deal and by increasing sanctions. Given that the  
political in your work doesn’t turn on an instrumental notion of politics, 
it seems to me that dissent might be figured differently. Is that some-
thing you’d like to speak to?

PF: That’s a great question. You know as well as I that every statement 
claiming to represent denies the multiplicity that underlies it. Such a 
letter is disturbing and seems to foreshadow the emerging policy. Yet 
that letter points up the basic problem of language and, if you will, its 
essentially symptomatic character. The question of the collective act 
should give attention to its unifying gesture and the fantasy that medi-
ates it. Obviously it’s not a simple thing. Typically, the simpler thing for 
the collective is to articulate a unified stance, and that’s important. But 
that shouldn’t be the end of it. 

In the cultural sphere, the idea of a book or an exhibition has the virtue 
– or should I say the potential – of assemblage. It means a basic posi-
tion can be asserted, even elaborated, while an underlying difference 
or dissent can express, embody, inflect that unity. We create something 
together but ultimately don’t agree about what it is. We even make the 
same statement but it means something totally different. How can  
difference be an expression of alliance? This is the very opposite of  
“debate,” which domesticates difference, reducing it to a competition.

What also follows from this perspective is a proposed strategy to over-
take the enemy’s positions precisely as one’s own and to articulate them 
and advocate for them as fully as possible through the multiplicity they 
ostensibly negate. The public discourse today is so thoroughly polarized 
and the liberal response so ineffectual that this strategy of turning the 
language against itself may be the only real leverage for radical change. 

TM: Yes, difference as an expression of alliance remains a crucial ques-
tion. And going back to Erased Mossadegh, we can see multiplicity oper-
ating at various registers in relation to historical memory, which is doing 
something more than presenting a play of differences. I’m interested in 
how your work offers an opening at the limits of representation, or the 
point of incomprehensibility as you suggest. Yet the limits of representa-
tion also involve historical processes, of what at a particular moment in 
history is not only acceptable, but sayable, visible, intelligible. 

PF: Exactly, there’s the structural aspect of the limit and then the his-
torical inflection of the limit – what can be expressed and known, when, 
how, where, to what ends, and so forth. You can’t have one without the 
other. The structural aspect comes with the territory of representation. 
The historical aspect has to do with institutions, including their internal 
contradictions, their ideological registers, and the resistances from 
within and without that risk revealing those contradictions. And so of 
course even incomprehensibility has its own historical limits – for ex-
ample, within contemporary art practices. But you’re right, what I’m after 
is not just “a play of differences” as if it’s a question of relative perspec-
tive. It’s not a matter of “choosing your own (political) adventure,” or 
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“Let’s all come up with our own (more radical) interpretations.” An old 
Berkeley (California) friend of mine used to joke that if the Berkeley 
High School students have learned anything at all at the point of gradu-
ation it’s that Columbus did not discover America.

It’s crucial to me to keep in mind that art is not an escape from the sym-
bolic, semiotic, or representation. Art doesn’t bypass representation but 
passes through it. Art isn’t essentially about creating images at all but 
about intervening in or – to use the well-worn and somewhat misleading 
vocabulary – recontextualizing the image. But this “image” isn’t neces-
sarily the material image, that is, the one I can find on my computer or 
on a billboard or in a publication. The “image” is the floating daydream 
or fantasy that makes possible the quotidian fact. 

TM: This brings me to a related point about how you approach the work 
of translation in Erased Mossadegh. Do you think about the process of 
“metabolizing” you mention earlier as a practice of translation?

PF: In terms of an artistic process, the “metabolizing the image” typi-
cally entails researching, sampling, and studying concrete images; it’s 
always at the level of the concrete that something unexpected emerges. 
The aim again is to pass through the representation to something else, 
some missed potential within the image’s own internal incoherence. The 
points I am looking for are the points where I can begin to take hold of 
the daydream or fantasy (in the psychoanalytic sense) that informs and 
inserts me at the limit of the picture, the text, the sound, and so on. The 
creative process then aims to construct the context in which the fragility 
of the fantasy not only begins to show itself within the image but can, 
more importantly, express something unexpected and, who knows, may-
be even inspiring. This production is less a matter of understanding or 
awareness than realization. Maybe we need here to inject a little nuance 
from the French réalization, which has the implication of making.

If I’m following your thread, the process isn’t exactly the reduced sense 
of translation, of finding direct, point-to-point equivalents between a 
foreign and a mother tongue. But it is a translation in the sense that one 
finds a lack of correspondence and begins to create an analogy out of 
that failure to correspond. The act of translation means constructing 
within one’s own language an analogous function rather than an equiva-
lent content. In relation to historical memory, this means approaching 
the alterity of the past at the level of a failure to correspond, not only be-
tween the past and the present but also, and perhaps more importantly, 
within the image of each. When people on the Left talk about President 
Trump as a fascist or even proto-fascist, that is, from an image of the 
past, we should probably be a bit careful, as the philosopher Slavoj Zizek 
warns, not to give permission to our own intellectual laziness.

 



Acorus Calamus (2012)
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Reading Peter Freund’s English text of Acorus Calamus by itself – and 
then translating it – was a very challenging and at the same time very 
interesting experience for me. Freund and I sat down to reflect on this 
creative collaboration. 

Nasser Rahmaninejad (Iranian actor, playwright and director): To 
complete the translation of Acorus Calamus to our liking, we had a lot of 
back and forth in multiple meetings, going over the text and the transla-
tion word by word, sentence by sentence, attempting to bring out every 
last nuance.

Peter Freund: It was an intense, strange and very enjoyable process 
for me. That’s because we had to focus not on the simple points of in-
tersection between the languages but how two parallel universes could 
emerge. In translation, you often have to work by creative analogy rather 
than simple correspondence. But sitting together introduced another di-
mension. I was never able to see to the other side. I gave my sometimes 
stammering explanations of the ideas I had for the words, but I couldn’t 
see how you were interpreting them; I could only get back your explana-
tion in English. Of course we were exchanging ideas, but I never saw the 
Farsi. I still don’t see it.

NR: Yes. (Laughter) You have to read the subtitles! 

PF: Right, as I was recently telling Gelare Khoshgozaran, the subtitle 
in Acorus Calamus is meant to imply three audiences. The Farsi-only 
audience sees the subtitle as a foreign visual intrusion. It literally blocks 
a portion of the image and diverts the eye. The subtitle signals to the 
Farsi-only viewers, by hinting at the international film market, another 
audience beyond them whose pleasure is at issue. 

NR: Exactly. 

On Translating Acorus Calamus
Nasser Rahmaninejad
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PF: The second audience is the English-only viewer. Here one can 
find an inherent chauvinism in the idea of translation. The original 
Farsi language turns into a way of mis-speaking English. The subtitles 
“correct” the problem with a self-congratulatory slight: “They really  
are just speaking our words, they just don’t know it.” 

And then the third audience is made up of the viewers who know both 
English and Farsi. As translator and performer, obviously you belong to 
this third audience. I, on the other hand, belong to only the second. It’s 
the bi-lingual audience who can register the composed divergences and 
encounter the poetry in the translation.

NR: I would now translate many parts in a different way. For example, 
the second line carries a grammatical mistake. In Farsi, in order to 
understand the children’s laughter, you need to add a verb. If you 
want to be very precise about it, the verb in my translation is linked 
grammatically to the phrase “wine, bread and beer.” To the ear, it doesn’t 
sound problematic and you completely understand it. On the page, 
however, it looks like a mistake. 

There are many places in the text where one has to create the language 
in order to have a logical sentence structure with a meaning. But 
generally the piece doesn’t convey a strict meaning in that way. In 
the original English you get a meaning but not a logical one. I tried to 
create an equivalent in Farsi. As a result, sometimes the Farsi doesn’t 
run parallel with the English. 

PF: Can you give an example? 

NR: Mostly in the section where that guy is delivering a speech, when 
he counts from one to nine. The numbers are not in their proper place. 
I spent a lot of time getting the translation as close as possible to that 
structured illogic. 

PF: In the English for that section, the numbers appear within the 
sentence in a sort of arbitrary way. The same in the Farsi?

NR: Well, not exactly. In English it’s absolutely confusing. There is no order 
in counting the numbers, and it doesn’t seem that the guy is numbering 
anything. But in standard Farsi, in a logical way, it has to be different. 
Numbers usually go at the beginning or at the end of sentences and 
phrases in Farsi – unless you purposely intended to create a different 
order or style. In the Farsi translation that I did, the series begins in the 
same way as the English, but for the rest I followed the rules.

PF: The numbers give you a series without organizing the sentences 
as a list. 

NR: Exactly, yes.

PF: It’s a bit like the function of rhyme as a metric device. It ties the 
sentences to each other but not as a series. In English, one should get 
the sense that the numbers are in order but that they are not ordering.

NR: In Farsi, the numbers go in order, except for the first line, but 
what the speaker is numbering would appear to mean nothing. The guy 
pretends or believes that he’s ordering a series of meaningful issues 
rightly while nothing makes sense. 
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PF: Right, perhaps like a psychotic counting or ordering. The numbers 
are inside the logic itself rather than outside, organizing the logic. 

NR: I had to creatively devise an analogue to that structure while follow-
ing the logic of your text as strictly as I could. Lately I’ve thought that if 
I were to re-record the voice-over recitation for Acorus Calamus, I could 
deliver portions in a different way, play with a word or section here and 
there. I don’t know that it would be better but it would be different.

PF: In some sense, the piece is ultimately about the way translation 
never exactly works. The particular way in which it doesn’t work makes 
the task of translation poetic. As you know, the structure of translation 
in Acorus becomes central to the idea of the piece insofar as that struc-
ture is inverted. The secondary language deliberately masquerades as 
primary, and vice versa. It might be hard to see that flip without detecting 
the metaphoric core of the piece. But anyway your impulse to re-translate 
the text seems completely in line with the original idea.

NR: Different people will translate the same work differently.

PF: Yes, earlier we were talking about the difference between Bentley 
and Willett. They’re very different translators of Brecht. They have a  
different sense of the word, its rhythm and what Brecht called the  
gestus. But there’s also the Pierre Menard problem. It would be amazing
if you were to re-translate Acorus Calamus arriving at the exact same 
Farsi but be able then to legitimately justify how in fact it is a radically 
different translation!

NR: Yes! (Laughter)



Erased Mossadegh (2015)
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I performed the role of Mohammad Mossadegh, ousted Prime Minister 
of Iran, in Reza Allamehzadeh’s historical play, Mossadegh, which toured 
internationally. Fellow artist Peter Freund asked me to play the part of 
Premier Mossadegh in his very different rendition, Erased Mossadegh. 
Freund invited me to sit down and discuss the marked differences be-
tween the roles. 

Nasser Rahmaninejad (Iranian actor, playwright and director): 
Mossadegh was a very special character as a human being and as a 
politician. He had moral principles that I haven’t seen in other politicians 
anywhere in the world, especially in Iran. When you go through the whole 
history of Iran, Mossadegh is an exception. He didn’t sacrifice his prin-
ciples for gain. You saw this in Mossadegh’s politics, in his behavior, in 
everything he did throughout his life. He truly loved his country, he loved 
people, he helped them and he didn’t get one penny from the government 
for his services as a prime minister. He spent his own money. His life was 
dedicated to helping people. For these reasons, I love Mossadegh. 

PF: Can you talk about playing the role for the stage? 

NR: I was very excited when Allamehzadeh, my friend, asked me to do 
the role of Mossadegh in his play. To prepare the part, I went through the 
whole history of his prime ministry, during his service for the govern-
ment, his writing and other published materials, about the coup espe-
cially, and I read the entire published manuscript documenting when he 
went before the court. 

PF: Right, it’s a big part of the play. 

NR: Yes, it’s a big and a very important part of the play. It is rare to see 
a figure so able to explain and defend what he has done in such a very 

On the Part of Mossadegh
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honest, direct, and uncompromising way. Mossadegh was like that. In 
documentaries, you can see how excited he was, how upset he was,  
how really determined he was to defend his service for the government, 
the people and what people wanted their country to be. So I was very 
excited to do the role.

The play was a realistic drama based on Mossadegh’s memoir and other 
writings about him and the court and everything. There were moments 
in the play when I struggled as an actor because emotionally I was so 
affected by Mossadegh the man, by his character, by his stature, by 
his integrity, and by the stances he was taking. Many times I struggled 
within myself to do the real Mossadegh, and not express my own emo-
tion, which is of course wrong to do as an actor. 

PF: How did you approach the part? 

NR: I had to separate myself from the role and see Mossadegh outside 
myself. It was very difficult for me as an actor to get into the character 
to act the part of Mossadegh without becoming an audience of the role. 
A few moments in the court and at the end of the play on his death bed 
when he’s telling his last words to his son, these were prime examples 
when emotionally it was very difficult for me to act purely as Mossadegh.

PF: Mossadegh himself was a very expressive and emotive person. 

NR: Very expressive. Often Mossadegh would become very excited 
publicly and break into laughter. He could also easily become seized 
by sadness and cry. Rumors spread about Mossadegh at that time, 
and his opponents ridiculed him, claiming that the prime minister was 
trying to deceive people with his tears. I never saw it that way, however. 
Mossadegh was emotionally very sensitive. I wouldn’t say weak but he 
was easily affected by his surroundings.

PF: Your own charged enthusiasm for the man made preparing the role 
quite complex. So the separation you describe wasn’t simply to rein in 
emotion, because you had to play the part of a very emotive figure. 

NR: Exactly. And one can draw a very sharp line distinguishing your 
Mossadegh from Allamehzadeh’s. When you explained the premise 
of your project initially, I knew that the character would be absolutely 
different. Your text is very objective in style and content but not based 
in realism. I trained as a method actor and generally am an emotional 
kind of person. I had difficulties as an actor in your project but not 
emotionally. My difficulty was mostly technical, to carry things out in  
the objective way you wanted. 

PF: Beyond method acting, over the years you’ve also been very inter-
ested in a Brechtian aesthetic. 

NR: Yes, after method acting, I gradually got interested in and started 
studying Brecht. I trained myself as an actor for Brechtian pieces. 

PF: The Lehrstücke? 

NR: No, Brecht wrote specific pieces for training actors in distantiation 
or “estrangement,” where the actor distances himself from his role. That 
practice of separation or distance taught me how to be objective. You 
can be emotionally neutral and just explain something for the audience, 
for example. I also studied other styles of acting by reading, by seeing 
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theatre, by going through videos and things like that. So of course I 
wasn’t unfamiliar with styles different from method acting. 

PF: How then did you approach the role for Erased Mossadegh? What 
artistic attitude did you take in order to do the part? 

NR: On the one hand, your project was very straightforward. The objec-
tive style made the part easy to act. The character simply delivers de-
clarative statements. On the other hand, the lines you have Mossadegh 
saying are words written by others after the coup and that were used 
against him. Therein lies the complication of your project.

I needed to find out what you’re doing there. And if one goes back to the 
title of the project, Erased Mossadegh, one finds the idea. The character, 
for example, gives the CIA’s logistical description detailing the strategy 
of the coup in different squares of Tehran to position the military and so 
forth. You get the idea that the whole thing is a set-up. The piece really 
stages another coup against Mossadegh. 

PF: Since the words coming out of the prime minister’s mouth are actu-
ally the words of his enemies, how as an actor did you decide the proper 
relationship between the speaker and the word? One approach would be 
to think of the language as a false confession. That’s an obvious aspect 
but that’s not the extent of it.

NR: Mossadegh himself, especially when he was arrested and put on 
trial, never compromised. He was not that kind of person. It might seem 
on the surface of the text that your Mossadegh is falsely confessing or 
perhaps forced to confess something. And yet since that was not at all 
the aim of the project, the only way I could proceed was just to be natu-
ral, to deliver the lines as objectively as possible, and let the audience 
get whatever feeling or understanding they would get.

PF: During the preparation for the project, before we began rehearsing 
or doing anything, you raised some sharp concerns about how the piece 
might be misinterpreted and how the piece itself was problematic. And 
so we had, for me at least, one of the most charged exchanges we’ve had 
over the years on this point. To me it was very stimulating.

NR: Yes, and let me tell you, Peter, I still think it is problematic in terms 
of how the audience can interpret the piece. It is very complicated. You 
especially and probably I too need to see it again and again to find out 
what the piece itself says.

PF: Right. In a strange way, the piece is a very specific configuration. 
The lines aren’t the words of the character, but they’re not presented  
as a forced or false confession. Nor does the text exactly call for a  
Brechtian effect either. 

NR: No it doesn’t. 

PF: It’s the question of erasure; what is the erasure itself? The piece 
is at least as much about the erasure as it is about Mossadegh. So  
it has to be about the audience. It is about the reception and image of 
Mossadegh.

NR: Yes, exactly. Mossadegh is a historical figure. We get through the 
history only to see how the historical events and historical figures can 
be destroyed or distorted after the fact.
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PF: Yes, at that level the piece is about the production of an historical 
image.   

NR: At the point when the British left the oil fields, Iran didn’t have 
the resources, money, we didn’t have anything, and couldn’t pay the 
government employees and cover other production costs. Mossadegh 
went to the United States and asked for help. And he wanted to deal 
with them, but they didn’t want to deal with him. What he did in rela-
tion to imperialism was a very, very dangerous thing. At the same time, 
Mossadegh had an effect throughout the Middle East, and in Africa 
there were other political leaders, like Patrice Lumumba and others, 
who were nationalists and who wanted to be independent. So the  
imperialist powers took action.

PF: The U.S. government and particularly the CIA had to falsify things 
to such an extent to defend imperialist interests. They tried but couldn’t 
establish the link between Mossadegh and the Tudeh Party. They could 
not. But they asserted it anyway. They asserted the lies even within their 
own internal confidential documents. 

NR: Yes, because somehow they wanted to convey that the people re-
volted against Mossadegh, to portray the situation in terms of the Cold 
War, as a potential alliance with the Soviet Union, a communist alliance 
or something to that effect. Mossadegh was not a communist, and he 
didn’t have anything to do with the Tudeh Party. But the CIA wanted to 
establish the link. It was 1953; still the shadow of communism scared the 
American people. They wanted to justify their coup. 

PF: That’s right. Here’s a connection that echoes The End of an Error. 
The McCarthy era and the coup in Iran coincide.

NR: Exactly, yes. 

PF: So the fabricated link between Mossadegh and the Tudeh party 
was satisfying a specific practical ideological need. The U.S. imperial-
ist expansion, which is obviously still underway, revolved around oil and 
other geopolitical interests. This is so apparent now, at least it has been 
officially acknowledged, but at the time the public obviously didn’t know 
that the coup was basically planned by the U.S. 

NR: The Obama administration, and before that Madeline Albright under 
Clinton, apologized for the coup. It’s all public but I’m not really certain 
that the majority of Americans understand or know about it.

PF: The CIA document I used for a third of the script was written within 
a year following the coup. Although based on the planning notes, the 
document was drafted as a retroactive account of the plan presented 
as a narrative explanation. The introduction implicitly and inadvertently 
raises the question of audience. The document was written in the 1950s, 
before the Freedom of Information Act, which I believe was passed in 
the early to mid-1960s. So it’s not clear to me that they even knew that 
the documents would be made public. (This is not Kermit Roosevelt’s 
Mommie Dearest.) So Donald Wilber and company are trying to say 
something to themselves perhaps, and one could make a study of the 
literary fabrications and disassociations from that standpoint. 

NR: Your piece is about erasing history but you give the historical ac-
counts that erase the past and make the figure who is erased deliver the 
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accounts. It can be misunderstood. You might want to organize a special 
screening for a special audience. Not like any other screening. Here  
you explain your aims from the beginning and then move forward with  
a screening followed by a pointed discussion. You start from different 
examples in history and then introduce Mossadegh as a figure here  
in your project and see now what this piece says about that concept of 
history we have today. You need to prepare a very fine concept.

PF: Well, from the beginning, Erased Mossadegh is very problematic 
conceptually. It entails a risk. I made it even more problematic by 
introducing the language of the U.S. Left into the mix. So the project 
can’t only be about the erasure of the unmistakable magnificence of this 
political figure who had the guts, the brilliance, and the stamina (despite 
his physical health) to do some very important things. 

Mossadegh himself was certainly not on the far Left of the spectrum, 
but he and his project are routinely invoked by a certain sector of the 
U.S. Left as one of the many great victims of U.S. imperialism.

NR: Exactly, yes. 

PF: So the extended reference to the U.S Left no doubt makes Erased 
Mossadegh even more problematic and puzzling. 

NR: My main concern was that the audience wouldn’t know that the words 
you put in the mouth of Mossadegh were mainly the words of his enemies.

PF: Let me respond by saying that the piece doesn’t assume a naïve 
audience. It assumes an audience that is intelligent and when finding 
some discrepancy will raise a question and will try to answer that ques-
tion. You can see it as a challenge and a risk, but for me it’s a compliment 
to the audience. 

NR: Yes, but you don’t choose the audience.

PF: Correct. 

NR: As I said, you can arrange a special event in order to find out what 
this piece is, one that, as you correctly indicated, has an intelligent 
audience. 

PF: Well, I wasn’t looking to find a correct or special audience. If in 
conversation with somebody you grant the other person, in your own 
language, the power of the respondent, you are giving that audience, no 
matter who they are, an opening of respect. 

NR: Sure. 

PF: And it’s in your language that that respect and invitation are held. 
Right or wrong, this was a basic premise from which I started the proj-
ect. This premise extends to anybody who sees the piece and might find 
problems with it. By “problem” I don’t mean a reason to reject it but that 
the audience might begin to find discrepancies and gaps in the piece out 
of which to create some kind of meaning or line of thought. Such “prob-
lems” might lead to a question about historiography, for example. I like 
very much your proposal to do a special screening. It’s a good idea for a 
project, and I think I should do it.

NR: Yes, with your students probably. 
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PF: Maybe students, maybe other artists or professors, who knows, or 
another audience altogether. It could be a wonderful event. But the risk 
of Erased Mossadegh is precisely to grant this power of the respondent 
to the audience.

 I don’t accept the premise of a “correct audience,” or at least not in the 
usual sense. It is the premise of marketing to construct a “target audi-
ence.” You identify and then shoot the audience with your message. I’m 
completely against this kind of principle. Certainly the best art hits the 
target but the correctness comes out of the moment of contact or recep-
tion when the audience does something with the work. The so-called 
“general audience” is to my mind entirely appropriate for this piece on 
many levels, partly because its form is so discontinuous. 

NR: That’s right. 

PF: Against the overwhelming background of cinematic continuity – the 
mother’s milk of our culture – a viewer might have to grapple with the 
discontinuity of the piece, if one can stick with it. Maybe nobody will 
like it but maybe it will be interesting. Even distaste or resistance is a 
form of interest that can be inspiring. Sometimes people will criticize 
so-called “avant-garde” art (whatever that really is) as being funda-
mentally elitist. In fact, I think it’s the exact opposite. It’s the standard 
blockbuster movie that is elitist. Why? Because at some level it and the 
marketeers assume that people are so stupid that they are incapable of 
encountering a work of art. The audience needs a spoon-feeding; that is, 
they need to be kept in their place. 

I want to assume – and this is a stipulated assumption – that any person 
can approach a contemporary work of art and do something with it. It 
doesn’t have to be what I do with it as the artist, but something. This 
takes a certain degree of attention, sensitivity, and a willingness to be 
flexible, to think, and even to do some kind of research. But a work of art 
can be made into a starting point, a node. And that stipulation points 
to the critical – you might even say progressive – function of what gets 
trivialized under the heading “avant-garde.” 

NR: Yes, but at the same time mainstream culture has more power, more 
money, and greater opportunity to disseminate work. That’s why, for ex-
ample, a production like yours has a narrow audience in a specific place 
for a short time of screening. That means avant-garde. 

PF: Right, the larger cultural institutional constraints – tied to capital 
– regulate the terrain of audiences. And if the language is not used as 
salestalk for packaging and advertising, such ennobling modifiers as 
“avant-garde,” “fine art,” “high art,” even “alternative art” have already 
taken on an equally poisonous function in the popular imagination. Even 
the term “art” itself becomes an ingratiating device used by elitists to 
prevent art from coming forward into the society. The compliment func-
tions as an insult and dismissal, to artist and public alike. 

NR: That’s right. 

PF: Artists can position their work in relation to the larger institutional 
constraints by the work they make and the audience that work implies 
and by collaborating with venues, but art cannot simply overcome these 
constraints.



69

The vast majority of artists in the U.S. live in obscurity. Work is pre-
sented one night here or there, people come in, have a peek, and then 
things vanish and there’s no continuity or contact with the rest of the 
dominant culture.

I have no interest in being “avant-garde.” If I were to start thinking about 
doing “avant-garde” work, I’d have to fall in love with my own (quite 
real) marginalization. For some, I suppose, that can be seductive, es-
pecially when you’re young, despite the rather harsh economic implica-
tions. But living on the margins all the time also can easily become an 
intellectual safe zone. Ultimately it’s not very interesting, unless you 
have a critical network. What many artists are struggling for is to cre-
ate points of contact. And that ultimately requires building contexts for 
cultural exchange. 

NR: That’s actually a very good point you’ve made.

PF: Another aspect of Erased Mossadegh came up during production, 
when one of our production assistants expressed political reservations 
about the project.  

NR: Yes, I remember she worried that the presentation of Mossadegh 
could offend Iranians.  

PF: I think we had some productive discussion about the question. 
And it was then interesting when we presented the work-in-progress 
at Stanford for the Iranian Studies Program. It was a pretty terrific 
audience, made up of faculty and students of history and art, Iranian 
emigrants, second generation Iranian-Americans, activists, my experi-
mental film students…. 

NR: The screening didn’t appear to offend anybody who spoke up in the 
discussion segment. One person had a kind of reservation that wasn’t 
entirely clear, that remained somewhere between a criticism and a 
question. 

PF: Right, she came up afterward to talk with us. She said she liked the 
piece because it called for contemporary Iran to move past its fixation 
on the 1953 coup. But I too had the impression that she was somehow 
hedging her assertion. 

NR: There are monarchists who today want to forget the past, especially 
the 1953 coup, which changed the whole of Iran’s historical development. 

PF: Her point, inadvertently or maybe by design, raised the retrospec-
tive or retroactive aspect of history. I was glad the discussion could then 
get to that implication of the project. 

NR: As you’ve said, how does the present memory of Mossadegh 
function?

PF: Right, the question extends from the notion of political fantasy 
to the notion that every generation must invent the past from which it 
comes. This range was nicely reflected in the array of exchanges.

 
For an extended version of these conversations between Rahmaninejad 
and Freund, visit surpluslack.com.
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One may say that in Erased Mossadegh erasure is not a simple act 
of removal but an obsessive repetition of ritualistic acts of purging. 
I investigate this and related points in conversation with the film’s 
creator, Peter Freund.  

Hossein Khosrowjah (Senior Adjunct Professor of Visual Studies 
at California College of the Arts): Wouldn’t erasure, as presented in 
your film, point to some sort of unresolved internal conflict?  

Peter Freund: Right. The piece opens with Mohammed Mossadegh, 
played by Nasser Rahmaninejad, urgently cleaning the white floor. The 
Ajax cleanser and TP he uses make an admittedly off-color reference 
to the CIA coup1 but also a friendly wink to Sazmanab, the Tehran art 
space where the piece premiered.2 After scrubbing, Mossadegh lifts 
and sets up the camera from the floor, then walks over to sit down at his 
writing desk. But before he can get settled in his seat, he gets up for 
more cleaning. The idea of purging, in both its psychological and politi-
cal associations, nicely captures what I was after.

In making Erased Mossadegh, I was thinking about erasure as a neces-
sarily failed act that has to be repeated. The purger never gets it right. 
Anorexia, censorship, scapegoating, and mass incarcerations all show 
the purge as an intrinsically impossible task. The zero point is never 
reached only because the purging must always traverse that point. The 
attempt to remove an offending element ends up producing something 
else that instigates more purging. Structurally, there’s something at 
stake in purging that is unaccounted for. Sure, the repetition springs 
from an “internal conflict” but one that refers to an external authority.  
In a sense, the conflict belongs to this external agency.

HK: The thing that is produced, that excess, may be exactly what is 

The Return of the Erased Master
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intended to be purged. In trying to purge erotic scenes from Hays-Era 
Hollywood cinema or post-revolutionary Iranian cinema, ambiguities 
and absences are eroticized. There is a willingness and a desire on the 
part of the spectators to see or to substitute in the places where the 
purge is supposed to have taken place exactly what is purged. But I have 
always thought that this will eventually develop a codification system 
between the producer and the reader. In a way, the reader will become 
a producer of meaning if he or she compensates for the narrative and 
psychological gaps. At the same time, this is a totally unpredictable pro-
cess. This is a well-known cultural dynamism in Iran. Almost every piece 
of classic poetry, every film or novel is read in this light. Even when the 
work is not produced under restrictive conditions, the specter of allegory 
casts a long shadow over everything. How familiar are/were you with the 
history of censorship or religious/cultural proscriptions in Iran?    

PF: Not very. I had only my own encounter with a proscription against 
“works of a poetical nature.” An early version of Acorus Calamus was 
awarded this dubious distinction under a government edict, which resulted 
in the cancellation of a planned Tehran screening in 2009. I know a few 
things about censorship in Iran from talking to Nasser Rahmaninejad3 
about his arrests and also from a few comments Abbas Kiarostami 
(director) once made in an interview. But of a more general history of 
proscriptions in Iran, I know next to nothing.

But I can relate to the dynamic you’re describing. The unwritten rules 
created to bypass and ultimately exploit the censor (however that’s 
conceived) can produce terrific subcultural moments. The situation of 
course goes beyond simply creating a legibility of the invisible. The sub-
cultural gesture is more than imagining, decoding, or “sub-coding” what 
was censored. How the negation functions is quite unpredictable, as 
you note, precisely because the reversal is contingent. A returned wink 
from the audience definitely asserts something, it can create an anti-
language and a détournement that can subvert the power of the censor 
by building an exquisite conspiracy between audience and filmmaker. 
The invisibility can itself become a preferred mode of expression. I think 
that’s partly what you’re talking about with the Hays Era code. The thing 
works in the same way that indirection is more seductive than straight, 
flat-footed proposition.

But these reversals can be quite unstable, as you know. The “sub-
coded” gesture can end up affirming the censor’s power by granting to 
the spectator a space for sanctioned transgression.4 We see this in the 
universities now with the struggle for “safe spaces.” People may get to 
say the unsafe thing, which is not trivial, but how does this transgres-
sion ultimately function? At the official level, permissiveness as the lib-
eral alternative to censorship can produce what my parents’ generation 
used to call “repressive tolerance.” One could well say, from the stand-
point of power, the triumph of the free speech movement in the U.S. was 
to grant the right to be eloquently ignored: “Please say whatever the 
hell you want because you can rest assured that nobody’s listening.” It 
is no wonder that the free speech movement launched a counter-culture 
of the hysteric. But the point is that you can’t fully settle the function of 
censorship in the abstract. Every erasure produces something else, a 
surplus, as you put it.

HK: How does the erasure figure into the aims of your work?
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PF: In Erased Mossadegh, Mossadegh the character utters not a single 
word of his namesake. Instead, he delivers a kind of false testimony. The 
double absurdity of the piece is that Mossadegh says nothing except 
what others have said, enemies and allies alike. From start to finish he 
is censored by the voices of his enemies (the Shah and the CIA) and 
then the voice of his allies (the U.S. Left), whose exact words are put in 
the ousted premier’s mouth. The question my piece asks revolves around 
the void produced by this erasure.

The erasure works at two levels. First, it is meant to point a skeptical fin-
ger at the revisionist accounts that have silenced Mossadegh and to the 
tradition of false and forced confessions. In researching for the project, 
I read the memoirs of the Shah and Mossadegh and the relevant CIA 
documents on the coup. Mossadegh’s text is written largely as an ex-
tended legal and ethical argument. The accounts advanced by the Shah 
and the CIA are quite different in that they are written as if free from the 
burden of defense; they claim to clarify, record, and inform. But in the 
claims of neutral recollection one is struck by the degree of superflu-
ous self-justification. The official historical record would have it that the 
Shah and the CIA prevailed over Mossadegh. Why did the Shah feel so 
compelled in his memoir to massage the little details about who in the 
end suggested that he leave the country during the upheavals (whether 
it was he himself or Mossadegh), under what circumstances (openly 
or incognito), by what means of transportation (by air or ground) and 
for what purposes (to let Mossadegh try out his failed policies, to get 
relief from Mossadegh’s “intrigues,” or to lull the Prime Minister into a 
delusion of success) and so forth. Why did the Shah, who had by all ac-
counts prevailed over Mossadegh, need to describe the ousted prime 
minister’s forced exile as a happy retirement to his country estate? Out 
of what internal conflict, as you say, but also in reference to what ex-
ternal authority did he write that he had forgiven Mossadegh for all the 
wrongs he’d to done the Shah? The Shah massages the account in his 
memoir with a very fine tipped eraser that cannot hide the precarious 
self-serving gesture of the master.

HK: Evasions? Could this in fact be a displacement for the subjects that 
he needed to address? In fact, the evasions seem to make the account a 
much more fun account than a straightforward rationalization.  Maybe a 
zero point is never achieved, or as you put it, something else is produced 

Erased Mossadegh
(2015)
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because the obsessive act of cleaning/purging is in fact a displacement 
of something else, a displaced impulse? Maybe that is the origin of  
the internal conflict. It seems to me that Erased Mossadegh very subtly 
portrays this displacement or substitution on the audio track when  
the contrapuntal narration of the Shah’s memoirs is juxtaposed with 
Mossadegh’s visual presence.

PF: It’s hard to tell (at least for me) if the fun was shared by the Shah! 
Yet you’re right, the account feels like an Abbott and Costello routine, 
except maybe slowed down. The Shah may have been appealing to spe-
cific subjects he had in mind. But I would contend that in the end these 
subjects occupy an abstract empty position to which the Shah had no 
direct access. The dynamic at play is what psychoanalysis calls transfer-
ence. This is essentially what I meant by the reference to an external 
authority. Agency figures as a central problem in memory itself. For 
whose pleasure is something remembered? The account of the Shah  
as master reveals that the master is always castrated.

HK: So how does the voice of authority in a piece like Erased Mossadegh 
lose its agency? Does it leave any residual if it is erased?

PF: I’m not saying that the agency is lost. It’s displaced, as you say. 
A structural void – the empty position of a transference – presents 
a residual that compels the master (here, the Shah) to repeat his 
statements. The accounts don’t simply resolve. I tried to hint at this 
problem in Erased Mossadegh. At least when the Shah is cited, each 
statement is accompanied by an echo of itself. But the echo is actually 
a repetition, different renditions by the actor of the same statements. 
Instead of plotting them out serially, I layered them, as if to indicate a 
multiplicity or non-identity underlying each assertion. After all, in his 
memoir, everything the Shah had to say was already repeatedly erasing 
something it didn’t say.

HK: What about the other sources, the CIA and the U.S. Left? Do they 
smooth out the narrative and fill the gaps or fracture it even more? 

PF: The three sources are put into a continuous narrative stream that 
elides the gaps. The incompatibility between (and even within) each 
fractures the whole. 

The second source in the piece is the ex post facto account written 
in 1954 by Donald Wilber, the CIA lead organizer of the coup on the 
ground, who was subsequently hailed by CIA Director Allen Dulles as 
a hero. The document reads as a blow-by-blow factual report written 
in a rational, informative tone. It calmly attributes irrational affect to 
Mossadegh’s motives but claims for itself the simple aim of informing 
for purposes of memory and instructiveness. As a mask, the neutral 
gesture is especially curious because the text was written as an internal 
CIA document. It thus gives the lie to the notion of “intelligence” as a 
kind of University discourse, to use the Lacanese jargon. (Generally, we 
used Lacan’s four discourses as a short-hand organizing principle for 
the project.)5

The third source for Erased Mossadegh, which forms a non sequitur 
with the first two, is not a description of the 1953 coup per se but of 
the Iranian situation more generally vis à vis U.S. imperialism. The 
rationalization achieved is that of the hysteric, which remains loyal to 
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the position of power it attacks and from which it demands redress. The 
legitimate hysteric is the leftist.

HK: Maybe two leftist accounts? The Tudeh Party’s faithful were not 
sympathetic and to this day consider Mossadegh a weak man. Of course, 
they never explain their own lack of action.

PF: I’m aware of the Tudeh Party’s stance toward Mossadegh and that 
the TP by no means encompassed the Iranian Left at the time. But for 
me Erased Mossadegh is not ultimately about Iran, its historical Left, 
or even the content of history. The piece is about Mossadegh as a fig-
ure of memory and a phantasm for the U.S. Left. Mossadegh enters the 
diverse cast of targets of U.S. imperialism, along with Allende (Chile), 
Lumumba (Congo), Castro (Cuba), the Sandinistas (Nicaragua) – less 
so since the revelations about Ortega – and to a lesser extent Árbenz 
(Guatemala), Estenssoro (Bolivia), and others. The leftist drama too 
often tells a story less about the projects undertaken and the courage, 
creativity, internal disagreements, risks, fits, starts, dumb luck, and hard 
work the projects entailed. The usual drama is more about a celebrated 
victimage of these leaders and their people that indirectly valorizes the 
power of U.S. imperialism.

HK: Then what is your attitude toward the space of the erased? It is 
not simply a metaphor for the lost testimony and ideas of Mohammed 
Mossadegh.

PF: No, it’s not. What is lost or absent is important. But the space of the 
erased is not simply the space of a static loss whose content should 
be recuperated. Erased Mossadegh doesn’t fill the space, as one might 
hope for in a documentary or a textbook. Rather, the piece empties its 
own space. As you pointed out, the gesture of erasing is at the center. In 
the end, the aim is to instigate some search. Otherwise it lies helplessly 
empty. Erased Mossadegh offers no specular object, except maybe this 
erasing. In this sense, the piece has no spectator. But for me that’s not 
simply an ironic stance. The emptiness is meant to create an opening 
with a specific contour. I see the negative space underlying the figure 
of Mossadegh as something quite positive. It ultimately refers to the 
power of the missing respondent. 

HK: Shifting the focus to your other work, the audio track of The End of 
an Error builds on the archival footage’s odd details. What we remember, 
what we think we remember from an event, like the McCarthy hearings 
is always already tainted/marked by an amount of excess that is not 
relevant to the coded political, cultural and historical accounts of the 
event: a crooked tie, a sweaty brow, hanging cigarette ash…in other 
words, a Barthesian punctum of the visual record. Perhaps that is how 
iconic figures like Mossadegh, the Shah and McCarthy, as well as a 
cultural icon like the American flag (I am thinking of Jasper Johns 
and his act of appropriation) are remembered both individually and 
collectively. How does your work straddle this liminal space between 
personal memory and historical past?

PF: Yes, I suppose there’s an overlap with Barthes. I hadn’t considered 
it before. I’m interested in the aesthetics of the document, not exactly 
from the perspective of registration in memory but in terms of the rhe-
torical function of enjoyment. The End of an Error addresses the author-
ity that an argument or account derives from the photographic image. 
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The points of contact between image and word are in fact the least com-
pelling aspect. The power of the image lies in those very features that 
exceed the argument. These irrelevant minutiae in the image, as Barthes 
might have said, “naturalize” the word, but these excessive details also, 
for me more importantly, open the space for a rhetorically indispens-
able enjoyment. Fantasy operates precisely in this (unconscious) locale 
of authority in the image and, if I can risk an outrageous proposition, 
makes possible the production of the factual. A pleasure principle here 
regulates the imparted knowledge and thereby keeps these elements 
within the homeostasis of the image’s economy. My interest was to push 
these indispensably irrelevant elements to the point of an unmistakably 
excessive enjoyment.

HK: The fluttering flag in Acorus Calamus raises the question of irony. 
How do you think irony translates cross-culturally? What was your expe-
rience? Were there any mis-readings, if we may use the term?

PF: The only “mis-readings” I’m aware of have been from U.S. natives. 
Some see the fluttering flag and very simply see Old Glory, for better or 
worse. Clearly they see the mere symbol without its inflection, not notic-
ing that Acorus presents the other side of the flag. One might think of it 
as visually flipped but I prefer to see it, and in fact shot it, from the verso 
side of the standard recto. It’s in the same sense that a mirror image 
gives the other side. Everything contains an image of itself taken from 
the other side.

Curiously, flag etiquette prescribes that the U.S. flag be displayed 
with the star field on the left and the stripes on the right. By design or 
not, this orientation overlaps with the left-to-right reading direction 
in English (in contrast to Farsi or Arabic, for example). On screen, the 
reading direction of the English subtitles in Acorus runs counter to the 
direction of the fluttering flag.

Apparently there’s an Army regulation that specifies a condition under 
which the flag can be reversed. The aim is to ensure that the flag always 
reinforces the appearance of forward movement. Embroidered on a 
uniform’s right shoulder, the flag is officially reversed in order to give 
the appearance that as the soldier moves forward, the stripes follow 
the movement. The soldier moves with the flow, with the wind behind, 
never in retreat. The same goes for a flag decal on the right side of a 
military vehicle.

It may be a commonplace to say that irony is untranslatable. But irony 
is probably one of the few cross-culturally translatable realities. Not 
in terms of the cultural references per se (of course those can be 
opaque) but in terms of the break in an identity principle between act 
and system, between one’s gesture and one’s culture. One can glimpse 
the alterity of the other only through such a schism. From the flag to 
the hors champ narration to its literary translation, Acorus Calamus 
endeavors to open such a schismatic meeting ground. 

HK: The triptych that these works form spans intersecting periods and 
shared themes, but also leaves many gaps/lacunae in the historical nar-
rative. How intentional or unintentional are inclusions and exclusions?     

PF: As you might expect, I make no effort to create a comprehensive 
context. In fact, “context” for me is the image of a gap in any historical 
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narrative. We need a narrative to give context precisely because every 
event in it is inherently lacking something at the level of its ontological 
status. The point is not that the event lacks meaning until a proper 
historical narrative can give it context. Rather, it’s that the event 
lacks being until the historical narrative can fail to give it context. It 
is this lapse – which historiography typically aims to occlude – that 
interests me. Although history is my theme, I’m not writing or even re-
writing history. One rightly feels the overwhelming dearth of historical 
perspective in what I make. I suppose I’m working more like a hacker 
trying to get access, even if just for fleeting instants, to a layer of being 
within the image, the word, and the coupling of the two.

1 The plan for the 1953 coup against 
the Mossadegh government was officially 
dubbed “TPAJAX” by the U.S. Central In-
telligence Agency (CIA).
 
2 The name of the Sazmanab Center for 
Contemporary Art puns on “Sazman Ab,” 
the Department of Water (or water works). 
 
3 Nasser Rahmaninejad has worked with 
Freund as translator and actor on three of 
the projects in IRAN|USA. See the two ex-
tended discussions between Rahmaninejad 
and Freund earlier in this volume. 

4 I’m reminded of last year’s controversy 
at the University at Buffalo. An art student 
began posting “whites only” and “blacks 
only” signs near bathrooms and water foun-
tains around campus. The act was deemed 
a hate crime by some. After the department 
head defended the work, the university 
administration discussed sanctioning the 
signs by posting an additional notice that 
properly framed the intervention as a work 
of art. Such well-meaning frames destroy 
the artistic gesture.

5  This is a reference to Jacques Lacan’s 
formulation of the four discourses: the dis-
courses of the Master, the University, the 
Hysteric, and the Analyst. The University 
discourse is a language that ostensibly pro-
duces knowledge for knowledge’s sake that 
is addressed to ignorance. The unacknowl-
edged truth of the University discourse is its 
allegiance to the master; that is, it supplies 
the intellectual support for the arbitrary  
exercise of power.



Enter the Shah (1-3)
Peter Freund

Digital prints mounted between acrylic glass and aluminum  
Year: 2017 
Size: 25” x 15”

The Enter the Shah series is based on the artistic conception of a “digital tomb.” Each work 
presents a visible surface-level image extracted and transformed from a film documenting 
the debut of the young Mohammed Reza Pahlavi as the new Shah of Iran. Each surface im-
age functions as the visual capstone beneath which a number of image and textual elements 
remain buried in the digital file used to produce the printed image. Accessible only through 
the original digital file, these contents of the digital tomb range from excluded frames in the 
film sequence, textual excerpts from the memoirs of the Shah and ousted prime minister 
Mohammed Mossadegh, a photograph of the young Khadijeh Mossadegh (the prime minis-
ter’s daughter), the pleading words of the Shah at the sight of Mossadegh’s failing health, 
the image of Mossadegh’s will in which he specifies his wishes for burial, the thumb prints 
of the artist’s deceased father masquerading as city maps, and other salient materials. 

Green Shah



Red Shah



Blue Shah



The House Is Black
Peter Freund

Digital print mounted between acrylic glass and aluminum  
Year: 2017 
Size: 17” x 21” 

The House Is Black presents a digitally hacked photograph of the Shah 
of Iran Mohammed Reza Pahlavi’s lavish bedroom. Various literary and 
other cultural texts have been directly entered into the photograph’s 
underlying code in order to produce a second image that replaces all 
visible traces of the original. Most prominent among these intervening 
texts is the translated script of Forough Farrokhzad’s 1962 experimental 
documentary, The House Is Black, an important work in film history that 
celebrates the residents of the Bababaghi Hospice leper colony in the 
East Azerbaijan Province of Iran.



Firman
Peter Freund

Digital print 
Year: 2017 
Size: 9.5” x 12”

Firman (“royal decree” in Farsi) presents an altered rendition of the 
decree transferring power to General Fazlollah Zahedi as the new 
prime minister of Iran following the 1953 coup d’état. The handwritten 
proclamation has been digitally expunged, leaving only the traces of the 
royal emblem and a crease in the middle of the sheet.



+ other nonorientable surfaces



Camp
Project by Peter Freund

Single channel video 
Year: 2011 
Duration: 7 min 15 sec

Translators + narrators: Bassam Kassab, Zhili Li 

This video short, which crosses the two traditions of collage film and 
film essay, presents unexpected convergences between the figure of 
the concentration camp and campy aesthetics. Camp assembles its 
framework out of documentary material used in the Nuremberg Trials 
and choice excerpts from Busby Berkeley’s campy masterpiece, The 
Gang’s All Here, both produced at the same historical moment. Beneath 
the visual track, two narrators, one in Arabic and the other in Mandarin, 
reflect on the political and theatrical meanings of “camp” in exploring 
the role of fantasy in traumatic historical memory and the ethical root of 
flamboyant enjoyment.





Is Paris Burning?
Project by Peter Freund

Single channel video (found footage)  
Year: 2010 
Duration: 2 min 15 sec

On a tour of the Tuol Sleng S-21 Genocide Museum and the area known 
as “the Killing Fields” of Cambodia, visitors may rent guns purportedly 
used in the genocide under Pol Pot at nearby shooting ranges. Is Paris 
Burning? documents a visitor at such a firing range, near Phnom Penh. 





The Progress of Failure in The House Is Black (2017)



89

Peter Freund’s Camp is structured around a startling juxtaposition 
between two sets of appropriated film footage, both associated with 
the term “camp.” The first is footage from a film linked to camp sen-
sibility, one that revels in artifice and excessive performance: Busby 
Berkeley’s 1943 film The Gang’s All Here. The film is characterized by 
visual and erotic excess. Marcia Siegel describes this film as “the 
one with the phallic orchestrated bananas, the organ grinders and 
monkeys, and Carmen Miranda playing a circular banana-xylophone 
and then grinning and singing as the camera pans out to gaze on 
her towering tutti-frutti hat.”1 As a result of this excess, the film 
has become a camp classic, associated with a mode of viewing that 
revels in over-the-top performance and artifice, particularly when 
distanced by time. As David Thompson notes that the film was, 
“forgotten for decades” but was “revived in the early 70s for a new 
audience whose intake of hallucinogenic drugs made them well dis-
posed to Berkeley’s crazy colour imagery.”2 Footage from this film 
provides visual punctuation within Freund’s film, repeatedly reas-
serting a “campy” mode of viewing that is constantly threatened 
by the other type of “camp” footage in the film. This second type is 
footage linked to the Nazi concentration camps, where millions of 
Jewish people – as well as homosexual, disabled, and other “unde-
sirable” people – were starved, tortured, and murdered by the Nazis 
during World War II. This footage is derived from George Stevens’ 
Nazi Concentration Camps (1945), Alain Resnais’ Night and Fog 
(1955), and the BBC documentary miniseries Auschwitz (2005), a 
temporally disparate set of sources that testify to the lasting fasci-
nation with the camps – or, more specifically, images of the camps 
– and their significance. Images of the lady with the tutti-frutti hat 
are interspersed with a variety of historical footage, including that 
of German soldiers forcing Jewish people onto trains and shots of 
Auschwitz during the 1940s.

Disrupting Pretense:  
The Ethical Gesture of Camp
Jaimie Baron
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Although the linguistic coincidence in English between these two 
meanings of “camp” provides the pretext for this juxtaposition, bringing 
images in Berkeley’s film together with documentary images of the Nazi 
death machine seems an ethically dubious proposition. Indeed, for many 
viewers, the film may engender a sense of discomfort. And yet, I would 
argue, the dubiousness of the proposition is precisely what Freund’s film 
sets out to interrogate, transforming a potentially unethical gesture into 
an investigation of the unspoken rules of discourse, specifically the dif-
ference between the “appropriate” and the “ethical.” The word “appro-
priate” suggests an adherence to certain norms of behavior, an adoption 
of good manners. It is thus inappropriate, perhaps, to place footage 
taken from Night and Fog alongside images of Carmen Miranda, despite 
the fact that Berkeley’s film was produced simultaneously with the mass 
incarcerations and murders taking place at Auschwitz. The footage of 
the Nazi concentration camps seems to demand a particular kind of se-
riousness (at least outside of neo-Nazi, anti-Semitic discourse) appro-
priate to the horrors of what occurred at the camps. Camp, as theorized 
by Susan Sontag, suggests a different affective engagement, a sense of 
delight that seems utterly at odds with the affect required by the depor-
tation and concentration camp footage. Paraphrasing Sontag, Freund’s 
film defines camp as “A variant of sophistication but hardly identical 
with it, the essence of camp is its love of the unnatural: of artifice and 
exaggeration. It wagers to dethrone the serious and to incarnate a vic-
tory of style over content.” Berkeley’s elaborately staged performances 
are clearly all about artifice. Yet, if we return to the meaning of “arti-
ficial” as “created by humans” and “unnatural,” what could be more 
artificial than the Nazi concentration camp? Both Miranda’s excessive 
display and the killing machine of Auschwitz are fundamentally human 
and entirely unnatural. 

Nevertheless, their combination continues to feel inappropriate be-
cause of the different affects solicited by the two kinds of footage. A 
camp attitude suggests enjoyment, and watching The Gang’s All Here 
with a camp eye is fun. To enjoy Nazi footage would suggest complicity 
with it and, hence, with the Nazis’ crimes. And yet, the fact is that, per-
versely, we do enjoy concentration camp footage. There is a pleasure in 
being horrified, a pleasure we know it is considered improper and there-
fore impolite to acknowledge. Disrupting this disavowal, Freund’s film 
acknowledges this perverse pleasure by alternating its solicitation of 
different modes of viewing: serious and frivolous, horrified and amused. 
This inappropriate and therefore disconcerting alternation unsettles our 
sedimented mode of viewing the familiar concentration camp footage; 
it makes us look at the pretense – the pretentiousness – involved in sol-
emnly watching Nazi camp footage, of professing to confront the horror 
of what happened there through an act of watching a film.

Indeed, the soundtrack further emphasizes the pretense involved in lis-
tening or reading and believing one knows or understands. Throughout 
the film, we hear a woman’s voice speaking in Mandarin and a man’s 
voice speaking Arabic. The English subtitles offer quotations from 
Theodor Adorno, Giorgio Agamben, Samuel Beckett, Lois Joyaux, 
Franz Kafka, Susan Sontag, Oscar Wilde, and Xu Bing. At one point, 
over reversed and stuttering images of German soldiers loading Jewish 
men, women, and children onto trains, we hear the Arabic voice and 
read Agamben: “The camp is not a historical fact or an anomaly that – 
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though admittedly still with us – belongs nonetheless to the past, but 
as rather in some sense the hidden matrix and nomos of the political 
space in which we still live.”3 This quote from Agamben suggests that 
the “camp” is a substrate, a potential that lurks in all social spaces, 
undermining our desire to confine it to the past. The importance and 
gravity of this statement may be disrupted – though not lost – however, if 
the viewer (or someone else in the audience) speaks Arabic. Throughout 
the film, the subtitles are intentionally mistranslated from both the Ara-
bic and the Mandarin; what we are reading does not match what we are 
hearing. Once again, the pretense to comprehension is unmasked. Thus, 
the combination of the two forms of “camp,” along with the unreliable 
subtitles, suggests that the inappropriate gesture may, in fact, be more 
ethical than its suppression. This is not the disruption of a phantom 
“political correctness” but, rather, a means of asking us to recognize our 
own scripted responses to images of atrocity that often entail no genu-
ine engagement but simply the empty performance of such engagement.

The inclusion of footage from Pier Paolo Pasolini’s Salò, or the 120 Days 
of Sodom (1976) in Camp further gestures towards the ways in which pro-
priety can be a substitute – and a poor one – for ethics. Salò, the last film 
Pasolini made before he was murdered, was banned in several countries, 
including the UK, where the ban lasted for 25 years. Its shocking depic-
tions of kidnap, rape, scatology, humiliation, and torture violate norms of 
propriety to a degree that has perhaps never been equaled in art or main-
stream cinema. But as Peter Salmon notes, “As viewers, we are never 
made complicit in the sex or violence…it never titillates.”4 Indeed, rather 
than an endorsement of the behavior of the libertines who constitute the 
main characters of the film, the film has been read as an assault on both 
Fascism and capitalism, as an ethical critique of the structures through 
which both Fascism and consumer culture transform human beings into 
objects and commodities. Moreover, what I find most fascinating about 
Salò is that I do not know how to watch it, whether to feel horrified or 
amused. I look for the “appropriate” response, but it remains indetermin-
able. Salmon argues that, “Forty years on, if we don’t laugh at Salò – with 
Salò – we are missing the point.”5 I would disagree, in the sense that 
Salmon suggests that, with the passage of time, we might regard the film 
as “camp,” with a distance that is neither moral nor immoral – as Sontag 
puts it – but amoral.6 In contrast, I would suggest that the power of Salò – 
and of Camp – rests, in part, in that we do not know how to respond, that 
we are thrust into an affective limbo that might allow for a genuinely new 
response – neither laughter nor horror but a novel form of engagement. 
And, in this novel engagement, we are invited to actively consider the 
moral and ethical ramifications of our gaze. 

Freund has said, “The flamboyance of the campy is built on an unapolo-
getic (serious) embrace of pretension. Its inherent failure reflects back 
not just on its own expression but on expressivity as such and reveals  
the essential pretension in all assertion or expression.”7   The incongruous
combinations and mistranslations on which Camp is based are all 
directed at this exposure of pretense – precisely through the embrace  
of pretense. The ethics of Freund’s inappropriate gesture lies in its call 
to unmoor our own complacent – and therefore possibly unethical – 
ways of looking, listening, reading, and perceiving more generally. In 
Freund’s film, a “campy” way of looking – not just at Carmen Miranda 
but at all images, including Nazi concentration camp footage – is not a 



92

dismissal of significance. Rather, it becomes a means of disrupting the 
passivity fundamental to so much of our viewing and listening experi-
ence. By exiling us from the realm of propriety, Camp frees us to forge 
a truly ethical relationship with the represented “other,” a relationship 
that, by definition, has not yet been ascribed. 

1  Marcia Siegel, “Busby Berkeley and the 
Projected Stage,” The Hudson Review 62, 
no. 1 (Spring 2009): 106.

2  David Thompson, “The Gang’s All Here,” 
Sight & Sound 24, no. 11 (November 2014): 99.

3  Giorgio Agamben, “What Is a Camp?”  
in Means Without End: Notes on Politics 
(University of Minnesota Press, 2000), 37.

4  Salmon, 64.

5  Salmon, 64.

6  Sontag, 287.

7  Email correspondence with Peter Freund, 
22 May 2016.
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My first dispatch as a foreign correspondent was on government efforts 
to curb child begging in New Delhi, India. The video, loaded with images 
of dirt-tarred children, garnered international attention. And with that 
I secured my place at the grownup table. Or so I thought. “Well, look at 
you,” I heard as I greeted fellow journalists at New Delhi’s Foreign Cor-
respondents’ Club. “You fancy yourself in love with the Indian people,” the 
reporter laughed.  His veiled accusation: poverty porn - taking pleasure  
or gain from the false participation in the suffering of others.

A common phrase journalists say to hesitant subjects, and sometimes 
believe, is “the world needs to know your plight.” The underlying premise 
is that other, more privileged people will gain an empathetic under-
standing and this will generate change. Sometimes this holds weight.1 
But often, the benefit derived is misplaced. The well-meaning report 
ends up no more than an award-generating career booster.  

Therein lies a dilemma faced by journalists, academics or anyone who 
ventures to explain or represent the other. On the one hand, people 
presumably possess decent impulses: a desire to be a part of social 
change and engaged in an awareness of the world’s injustices. On the 
other hand, the pleasure people gain from acting on these impulses can 
conveniently serve as a substitute for or hindrance to ongoing critical 
thought and action. The pleasure from the discovery process alone feeds 
a sense of sufficiency. This blind spot or privilege is often obscured by 
external rewards. 

This discrepancy isn’t simply resolved in Peter Freund’s Is Paris Burning? 
which endeavors to expose it. The found footage documents a Western 
tourist on Cambodia’s so called genocide trail.  On a macabre tour of 
the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum and mass graves known as the Killing 
Fields, visitors may also rent weapons purportedly used in the 1970s 
Cambodian genocide under Khmer Rouge leader Pol Pot.  

Is Paris Burning?:
The Fetish of Authentic Experience
Linda Freund
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The video opens with one such tour-goer firing a Russian PPS subma-
chine gun at a military base outside of Phnom Penh. The backpacker 
shakes her head in discomfort between rounds. A local guide, himself 
a genocide survivor, encourages her to shoot with a soothing, if not  
professorial, tone. The tourist fires more rapidly. A laugh surfaces,  
jouissance uncoiled, as the American shrieks: “That hurts.”  

Appropriated from a twenty-something’s Facebook archive - where 
emoticons serve as moral barometers – and mounted in the almighty  
art gallery, the video seemingly serves as an invitation to voice disgust. 
But that’s not the artist’s intention. Instead Freund aims to parse out the 
attraction to this tourist attraction – questioning norms that validate our 
site-specific encounters with history. 

“There’s a touristic dimension to all representational inquiry about the 
‘other’,” Peter Freund argues. “The problem springs from a contradic-
tion between the legitimate desire for an encounter with history beyond 
symbolic abstraction and the more dubious wish to experience history’s 
horrors from an appalled but self-serving distance.” That is, from an 
imagined future in which such horrors could not happen again. 

Cambodia’s Khmer Rouge rebel group was responsible for the deaths 
of up to 1.7 million people, according to Yale University’s Cambodian 

Defaced poster of former 
Khmer Rouge Defense  
Minister Son Sen, Tuol Sleng, 
Phnom Penh 
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Genocide Program. The country’s Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum, the 
former S-21 prison and torture center, is filled with mugshots of the 
estimated 20,000 victims who passed through. Some visitors have 
applied obscene graffiti onto aged photos of former Khmer Rouge 
guards and leadership.2

At the nearby Choeung Ek “Killing Fields” thousands of human skulls 
hover above photo-snapping tourists in a Buddhist stupa.  The genocide 
victims’ tattered clothing and shattered bones jut out from the surrounding 
mud. How, one may ask, can a traveler, fresh from this shocking encounter 
with torture and death, even stomach picking up a rifle? Many may be 
tempted to pat themselves on the back as they spout: I could never do 
that ripe from a visit to a mass grave. Milgram theories aside, Freund 
urges the viewer to question this knee-jerk, ethical impulse: “The ultimate 
question is not whether we should object to such fetishism ethically;  
the question is what function does the idea of the authentic serve.”

There is already a level of deceit operating when a tourist engages in 
“dark tourism,”3 treks to historical hotspots marked by death and doom. 
Whether the site in question is the Auschwitz-Birkenau gas chambers 
or New York’s Ground Zero memorial, such an encounter is surely not for 
the victim’s or survivor’s pleasure. It’s for the vacationer’s.  

While many tourist attractions deny the place they idealize - courtesy of 
shot glasses, inner tubes and camel rides – dark tourist sites promise a 
confrontation with a region and the suffering humanity has endured. To 
do so, however, the tourist identifies empathetically with the fallen or 
history’s vanquished.4

Freund’s appropriated video lays bare a sightseer who has severed – or 
at least tapered – this umbilical cord. The tourist is presented as a two-
headed snake: her hesitancy reveals a sensitivity to genocide victims, 
her escalating gunfire a flirtation with Cambodia’s butchers. Relic in 
hand, the backpacker performatively forges an identification with his-
tory’s oppressors and oppressed.  

The tourist wrestles with and ultimately encounters a sadistic pleasure 
smoldering in us all. But the evident aggression mixed with pleasure 
does not make the tourist a mere moral lowlife. Malice radiates from 
both sides of these seemingly pronounced moral stances. To inflict pain 
is, no doubt, evil but is there not also an aggressive impulse amongst 
do-gooders who find pleasure when empathizing with others’ plights? 
Self-righteousness overshadows a compensatory act. 

The Cambodian chaperone in Freund’s piece facilitates the tourist’s 
experience like a therapist and ultimately as an excuse for the act. The 
visitor’s tourist dollars, after all, are financially sustaining the guide’s 
impoverished country. Many Cambodians live on less than $1 a day. 

Since 2015, the Choeung Ek killing fields have been operated by private 
Japanese firm JC Royal Company. The firm pays Cambodia $15,000 an-
nually to lease the mass graves and charge a $6 admission fee (histori-
cal memory turned foreign commodity). Through this offshore “owner-
ship of memory,” tourist profits go, in part, to Japanese pockets.5  

Freund’s footage, on the other hand, features Cambodia Shooting Club, 
one of three locally-operated shooting ranges. It’s run by Cambodia’s 
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army and generates hand-to-pocket revenue for the country. At each 
firing site, visitors can sip beer as they fire AK47s and M16 assault 
rifles at roughly $50 for 30 bullets.  The more zealous traveler can fire 
grenades and, until recently, blow up livestock with rocket launchers. 
Tourists are told these same weapons were used during the country’s 
genocide. Freund explains: “The use of the actual historical remnant 
and place raises the political stakes of enjoying the fetish of an 
‘authentic experience.’”

Freund’s Is Paris Burning? alludes to Réne Clément’s 1966 film by the 
same name. Clément’s version recounts the liberation of Paris from the 
Nazis in 1944.  “In both pieces, the geotag of location shooting inspires 
an authenticity that must be confronted,” says Freund. In Clément’s 
film, German war veterans and camp survivors star as extras. Jews are 
filmed crammed into cattle cars in the precise Paris train station that 
had been used during WWII.  Orson Welles, who acts in the film, called 
this cinematic attempt at historical realism “intolerable.”6   

In Freund’s film, however, the tourist’s embrace of something critics may 
also dub intolerable “ultimately reveals an inexorable urge to compen-
sate for the split in subjectivity itself.” The artist adds, “The video of the 
Cambodia tourist brings forward an anxiety in facing the fundamental 

Human Skulls at Killing Fields 
of Choeung Ek, Cambodia
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1  The Associated Press’ 2015 investiga-
tion ‘Seafood From Slaves’ exposed slavery 
in Southeast Asia’s fishing industry. The in-
ternational attention resulted in the release 
of more than 2,000 slaves from captivity.

2  S-21 guards were documented as feel-
ing indifference and occasionally pleasure 
when torturing victims. S-21 director Kang 
Keck Ieu engendered this graying of morality 
with the following February 1976 directive:  
“You must rid yourselves of the view that 
beating the prisoners is cruel.  Kindness is 
misplaced.  You must beat [them] for nation-
al reasons, class reasons, and international 
reasons.” Chandler, David Voices from S-21, 
(Oakland: University of California Press, 
2000), 152-153. 

3  Academics have published extensively 
on the ethical and economic impulses that 
drive dark tourism. Additionally, there’s an 
Institute for Dark Tourism Research at the 
University of Central Lancashire, England 
run by Dr. Phillip Stone.

4  Arguably with the advent of selfie cul-
ture, technology can sever this emotional 
connection to a dark-tourist site. Israeli-
German artist Shahak Shapira critiqued 
this trend, in a project Yolocaust, by digitally 
altering Instagram selfies of disaffected 
tourists taken at Berlin’s Holocaust memo-
rial. A tourist doing yoga, for example, is 
photoshopped amid corpses from archival 
WWII footage.  Shapira used this technique 
to restore the dark-tourist site’s intent:  
for visitors to identify with history’s vic-
tims. Note the artist took down the photos 
within a week after almost all 12 people he 
photoshopped wrote to apologize for their 
insensitivity.

 5  A January, 2006 article in the Japan 
Times, Japan’s largest English-language 
newspaper, reports on the privatization of 
Cambodia’s Killing Fields site. Reporter 
Puy Kea quotes Chhang Youk, director of 
the Documentation Center of Cambodia. 
“The real issue is the ownership of our own 
memory,” Youk said.  “Would Japan allow 
Hiroshima to be managed by a foreign  
private company?”

6  Bogdanovich, Peter The Cinema of Orson 
Welles, (New York: Doubleday, 1961), 189.

inability to represent. The authentic moment lies not in the use of the 
‘actual weapon’ but in the anxious disruption to the seemingly stable 
image of atrocity.” The anxiety of the tourist – and of all the viewers for 
whom she serves as stand-in – reflects what psychoanalysis calls the 
‘traumatic kernel’ of the subject, which is revealed when the symbolic 
and imaginary supports of the ego begin to twitch, tremble and even 
collapse. Freund concludes: “The role of art is to engage this traumatic 
kernel and transform it into an opening for desire.” 
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