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Morehshin Allahyari’s latest work is a hypertext fable hosted on the Whitney Museum of
American Art’s artport, its online exhibition portal for new media and net art commissions. The
Laughing Snake (2018) blends personal narrative and lore in a black, reflective, 3D-modeled
environment. The viewer clicks through the story, weaving poetically forward and back, clicking
back over passages to find other results in what amounts to meditation. The effect is something
like inhabiting a moral: the fable builds out a space of understanding, its boundaries the moral of
the story, while Allahyari’s personal experiences counter the vision of the moral’s intended space.
The dissonance within this space and the inversion of the monstrous itself make 7he Laughing
Snake a complex tale of the now that reflects back on us, laughing heartily.

Joel Kuennen: The fable of the laughing
snake tells the story of a creature with no
equal who when held a mirror to, dies of
laughter. Your work, The Laughing Snake,
is labyrinthian in its form, poeticin its
storytelling and shows a mirror back to the
audience through direct confrontation of
misogyny and power. What do you believe
is the import for this tale at this point in
history?

Morehshin Allahyari: | came across the
story of “The Laughing Snake and Mirror”
from the Book of Felicity and The Book of
Wonders.' The illustration shows a female
snake in a beautiful landscape looking at a
group of men who are holding a mirror in
front of her. As you mentioned, the tale in
different Arabic and Persian mythologies

is about a snake who had taken over a

city, murdering its people and animals.
Numerous attempts to kill her remained
unsuccessful, and finally the only way to kill
her was through holding a mirror in front

of her. But unlike the myth of Medusa, who
turns into stone when she sees herself in
the mirror, "The Laughing Snake" dies from
seeing her reflection in the mirror; laughing
at it hysterically until she self-destructs.

In the tradition of my in-progress work and
research (which The Laughing Snake is a
part of), | wanted to turn this story around;
to embrace the monstrosity; to change this
image and the structure. Through writing

a new story about The Laughing Snake, |
chose to show that she is not laughing at her
own reflection, but rather at her reflection
within the world she lives in. Her laughing,
and subsequent death, is a powerful gesture
to take her reflection back—I use that to
tell real personal stories about the past and
present of my life and an imagined future.

Stories about sexual experiences in Iran, the
ownership of female body in a patriarchal
culture and society, and laughter as the
rejection of that history, and a way to re-
imagine a different kind of world for the
women of the Middle East.

When the #metoo campaign was at its peak,
| felt connected and disconnected to it at

the same time. Because | felt like it lacked
the voice of women of other cultures and
colors. | think the kind of daily trauma and
harassment you deal with as a woman in the
Middle East is a very specific experience.

It does not only come from a patriarchal
culture, but also from religious oppression.
And it is not just a men towards women

kind of oppression/possession, but also
traditional, in a religious sense, with women
towards other non-religious women. |
wanted this to be contextualized in the space
where white, Western feminism still takes a
majority of space.

JK: Regarding this choice of format: the
hypertext “choose your own adventure”
style of storytelling, what is the significance
of this kind of narrative-building? For me,
there seems to be a parallel to the kind of
story-telling prevalent since the rise of the
internet—which is multi-narrativistic, with
different experiences at different points in
time, all presented on the same platform.

MA: | have always been really into open-
ended writing. | think for me, one of the
most exciting aspects of web art and
hypertext narrative has been its potential as
a format for playing around with this kind of
storytelling and narrative-building. | wanted
the narrative to start more as a linear form
and as you go through it, things get more

and more chaotic and unknown until you
spend a good amount of time re-doing some
of the paths; choosing other words that take
you to other sections, etc. The only way

to understand the full narrative, to travel
back and forth between past and future and
present, is to spend time with the piece.
Which | hope people do.

JK: The selection titled “Her Equal” leads
to a series of stories from your own life
relating to cultural limitations on gender
and sexual expression. When and how did
you come across the story of “"The Laughing
Snake" and what drew you to it as relevant
to your own experience?

MA: For me, art making has always been
about finding a space between personal

and collective. All of my work relates to
political and social experiences, but from

a personal space. | am inspired by my/our
daily struggles and | want my/our voice to
be heard. | want these issues to be seen

and known. To make the invisible visible
and amplify, amplify, amplify. | have a lot

of problems with Universal Feminism and |
think it has been used for years to amplify
the voice of a certain kind of feminism while
promoting that this is what is “Universal”
or shared. | think many other WOC are
working every day and really hard to talk
about these issues and how our problems
have been forgotten or silenced consciously
and unconsciously over many years.

The story of "The Laughing Snake™

is about the female image and reflection.

It is about death and laughter. It is about
winning and losing. | wanted to take all these
concepts and relate them to my personal
experiences. As you mention, when you
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And she tells me if | keep doing this
A snake will come out of my vagina
I do it more

and more

and more

and every time [o it

and there is no ke

I know this is ye /

All eyes on her

They held a mirror in front of her
When she saw her reflection
She burst into laughter

She laughed for days and nights
Until she died.

another victory over ai o‘
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but instead
about wanting
to create worlds
around these
figures who are
forgotten and
JK: What is the imperative to keep old myths misrepresented
e eesesessen - through 1500+
years of history.”
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