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Born into a wealthy and well-connected family in
Tehran, the Iranian theater director Reza Abdoh
(1963–1995) grew up during the gilded age of the
Iranian Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. In the wake of
the 1979 Revolution, a teenaged Abdoh ended up
broke and fatherless in Los Angeles with his two
younger brothers. He worked nights at hotels and had
sex for money to support himself. At the same time
Abdoh wrote poems and theater plays. He was a
prodigy: at sixteen he published a book of poems, at
twenty he had directed his first play, and by twenty-five
he was directing ambitious, large-scale productions at
the Los Angeles Theatre Center, where he would
eventually stage a breakthrough work, Bogeyman
(1991). When Reza Abdoh died of AIDS-related
complications in 1995 at the age of 32, he left
instructions that his work should never be performed
again. In the ensuing decades, his hallucinatory theatre
was nearly impossible to see, existing only as a
handful of videotapes that circulated among devotees
of experimental theatre.

Reza Abdoh pushed his actors—and audiences—
to their limits amid ambitious, unusual, disorienting
stage sets. Held in abandoned warehouses, seedy
motels, and city streets, his plays were as disturbing as
they were enthralling—a sensory assault on the eyes,
ears, and soul. Scenes of dancing, singing, death, sex,
violence, ridicule, obscenity, and ruin were performed
without intermission at a machine gun pace—
conveying the exact feeling of having been made by
someone racing against time while dying of AIDS.
Abdoh’s aesthetic language was protean and
collagistic, embracing classic modes of the theatrical
avant-garde alongside fairy tales, myth, BDSM and
queer club culture, and cable television.
The AIDS crisis of the 1980s is both a subject and
metaphor of Abdoh’s work. A plague that for a brief
moment killed all of its victims indiscriminately—
regardless of nationality, race, gender, age, or
income—formed the crucible through which Abdoh
made common cause against his time. The virus made
vivid the brutality of 1990s America through the daily
lives and collective death of a generation of gay men.
These were deaths that were both horrifically fast and
excruciatingly slow in the face of the dark and popular
indifference of Reagan-era America. Thirty years later,
Abdoh’s works remain highly relevant to our time.
Abdoh’s major plays, staged in Los Angeles and
New York, never shied away from difficult subjects:
American militarism, racism, homophobia, patriarchy.
Videos of these productions are presented at KW and
include Father Was a Peculiar Man (1990), Bogeyman
(1991), The Hip Hop Waltz of Eurydice (1991),
The Law of Remains (1992), Tight Right White (1993),
and Quotations From a Ruined City (1994). The latter
was co-written with his brother, Salar Abdoh. Reza was
hospitalized the very day when rehearsals were to start
for what would have been his last play, The Story of
Infamy, which hinged on the relationship between
a man languishing on death row and one afflicted with
a terminal illness. It was never produced. He passed
away in May of 1995. Today, none of us can see a
Reza Abdoh performance in person.

Law of Remains, 1992. Written and directed by
Reza Abdoh, photograph of the production at the Hotel
Diplomat, New York, photo: Paula Court

KW presents a solo exhibition which is composed of
video documentation, show tapes, as well as several
stand-alone video works, many of which were
recorded by Reza’s long-time collaborator Adam Soch.
These have been rearranged, reconstructed,
remastered, and reedited into new multichannel video
installations. Early plays are also included in the
exhibition, such as Peep Show (1988), which took
place in the individual rooms of a seedy Los Angeles
hotel; Minimata (1989), which took an ecological
disaster in a Japanese fishing village in the 1940s as
its point of departure; and the Spanish-language
Pasos en la Obscuridad (1990), which drew on the
Spanish telenovela and starred actors plucked
from a Mexican drag bar in Los Angeles. Stand-alone

The Hip-Hop Waltz of Eurydice, 1990. Written and directed by Reza Abdoh,
photograph of the production at Sigma Festival, Bordeaux 1992,
photo: Patrick Veyssière
film and video works featured in the exhibition include
Sleeping With the Devil (1988), revisiting an iconic
interview between cult figure Charles Manson and
television personality Geraldo Rivera, and Abdoh’s
poetic and meditative feature film The Blind Owl (1992).
An idiosyncratic timeline in booklet form, composed by
the curators of Bidoun, reveals that Abdoh may have
been his own best mythographer.
In collaboration with MoMA PS1 New York,
KW presents the first large-scale exhibition devoted to
Reza Abdoh’s life and art. Assembled in collaboration
with his original company Dar a Luz, the exhibition
represents an ardent effort to honor the intent of its
subject. Bidoun and KW are especially grateful to
Brenden Doyle, executor of the Reza Abdoh Estate.
A book, co-published by Bidoun, KW, MoMA PS1 and
Hatje Cantz, is forthcoming and will be edited by Negar
Azimi, Tiffany Malakooti, and Michael C. Vazquez.
All works in the exhibition:
Courtesy Adam Soch and the Estate of Reza Abdoh
Exceptions: King Oedipus (1987), Courtesy the Estate
of Reza Abdoh / Father Was a Peculiar Man (1990),
Courtesy Miestorm and the Estate of Reza Abdoh /
The Tryst (1993), Courtesy Tal Yarden and the Estate of
Reza Abdoh / Reza Room (2018), Courtesy Bidoun,
Adam Soch and the Estate of Reza Abdoh (video footage)

Public program
Revisiting Reza Abdoh
Theater workshop
10 February 19, 1 pm
Venue: Volksbühne Grüner Salon, Linienstraße 227,
10178 Berlin
Admission: 5 € / 3 € reduced
Please register at
besucherservice@volksbuehne-berlin.de
In English
Revisiting Reza Abdoh
Selected play readings and discussion
11 February 19, 9 pm
Venue: Volksbühne Grüner Salon, Linienstraße 227,
10178 Berlin
Admission: 5 € / 3 € reduced
Tickets via Volksbühne website
In English

KW Institute for Contemporary Art
KUNST-WERKE BERLIN e. V.
Auguststraße 69
10117 Berlin
Tel. +49 30 243459-0
info@kw-berlin.de
kw-berlin.de
Opening hours
Wednesday–Monday 11 am–7 pm
Thursday 11 am–9 pm
Closed on Tuesday
Modified opening hours during Gallery Weekend
on Friday, 26 April 19, 11 am–9 pm
Admission
8 € / reduced 6 €
Combined Day Ticket KW / me Collectors Room Berlin
10 € / reduced 8 €
berlinpass holder 4 €
Free admission to people up to the age of 18,
KW Lover*, on Thursday evenings, and during Gallery
Weekend on Friday, 26 April 19, between 6–9 pm
Guided Tours
KW offers free guided tours through the exhibition
during regular opening hours. For further information
on tours for large groups (over 10 people),
please contact Duygu Örs at do@kw-berlin.de or
+49 30 243459-132.

Screening and Q&A with Adam Soch and Cathrin Mayer
The Blind Owl (1992) by Reza Abdoh
Reza Abdoh: Theatre Visionary (2015), documentary
by Adam Soch
4 April 19, 7 pm
Venue: Volksbühne Grüner Salon, Linienstraße 227,
10178 Berlin
Admission: 5 € / 3 € reduced
Tickets via Volksbühne website
In English
The Berlin Sessions:
Conversation on the work of Reza Abdoh
10 April 19, 7 pm
Venue: KW, 3rd floor
In English
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