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Abstract	

	

This	practice-based	research	focuses	on	the	production	of	and	critical	

reflection	upon	contemporary	art	in	Iran.	Specifically,	it	works	out	of	my	

own	artistic	practices	which	concern	the	public/private	experiences	of	

women	in	modern-day	Iran,	but	which	also	offer	a	critical	dialogue	with	

the	practices	and	aesthetics	of	modern	art.	As	a	woman	who	grew	up	in	

the	Iranian	community,	I	try	to	express	women’s	concerns	and	problems	

in	Iran	through	the	language	of	art.	I	use	different	art	tools	and	styles	to	

present	the	best	and	most	complete	picture	of	those	issues	to	the	

audience.	While	artists	and	scholars	have	studied	the	formation	of	modern	

art	in	Iran	in	general,	there	has	been	less	attention	to	specific	styles	of	

contemporary	art.	Furthermore,	there	have	been	limited	studies	of	female	

artists	with	respect	to	both	modern	art	and	Iran.		

							This	study	starts	by	focusing	on	the	position	of	Iranian	women	in	

society	and	how	underlying	social	and	political	issues	have	impacted	their	

art,	both	before	and	after	the	1979	Islamic	Revolution.	The	thesis	then	

goes	on	to	explore	the	differences	and	similarities	in	the	artistic	

expressions	of	Iranian	modern	artists’	work	on	similar	subjects	and	the	

relationship	between	Iranian	art	and	politics	in	regard	to	my	own	practice.	

Through	my	art,	which	for	this	thesis	has	been	developed	through	four	

main	artworks	—	namely,	My	Dreamland,	The	Stories	(Barbie	and	a	

woman’s	memories),	Dancing	in	silence,	and	Banoonameh	—	I	have	

critically	examined	issues	of	female	representation	in	Iran	by	drawing	

upon	the	techniques	of	photomontage,	mixed	media,	and	video	art.	All	of	

this	is	explored	through	the	re-inhabitation	of	influences	gained	from	

growing	up	in	the	city	of	Isfahan.	In	working	with	both	private	memories	

but	also	referencing	wider	socio-political	narratives,	the	works	combine	

personal	expression	with	the	broader	interests	and	attitudes	of	women	in	
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contemporary	Iran.	To	supplement	this	work,	the	development	of	my	

practice	within	a	UK	context	(i.e.	removed	from	my	home	country),	has	led	

to	a	critical	encounter	with	art’s	theoretical	discourse,	namely	a	

realisation	that	my	own	practices	can	be	read	within	the	sensibilities	of	

contemporary	art,	and	furthermore	that	this	genre	of	artistic	practice	is	

largely	dominant	within	contemporary	art	practices	in	post-revolutionary	

Iran	(i.e.	from	the	1980s	onwards).			

								This	dissertation	and	the	accompanying	art	practices	that	make	up	

this	thesis	combine	to	explore	the	interaction	of	contemporary	art	in	Iran	

with	global	art	trends	(as	well	as	their	differences).	Through	both	the	

critical	readings	presented	here	and	my	practical	productions,	my	

research	evaluates	the	conditions	and	outputs	of	Iranian	artists	as	a	

means	of	situating	my	own.		The	focus	of	my	artistic	practice	has	been	on	

public	political	discourse,	personal	freedom,	gender	equality,	and	social	

gender	issues	in	the	Iranian	context.		My	practice	combines	

representational	and	conceptual	modes,	primarily	through	the	media	of	

photomontage,	video,	and	performance.	As	an	Iranian	woman,	my	work	

has	consistently	offered	an	exploration	of	women’s	social,	political,	and	

cultural	experiences.	While	this	has	typically	drawn	upon	and	subverted	

formal	Islamic	iconographic	elements	from	within	the	country,	my	

interests	have	developed	through	this	research	to	pertain	increasingly	to	

the	everyday	lives	of	women,	i.e.	questioning	the	heavier	use	of	symbolic	

imagery	still	common	in	Iranian	works	today.			

							Taking	a	somewhat	‘homeopathic’	approach	—	both	in	the	use	of	

Iranian	imagery	in	the	context	of	Iranian	censorship	and	also	the	meta-use	

of	modern	art	to	re-examine	its	own	value	—	this	project	uses	the	

subversion	and	re-use	of	masculine	Islamic	iconography	and	traditional	

fine	art	practices	as	a	means	of	(re-)presenting	a	female	Iranian	

perspective.	Through	this	work,	I	seek	to	give	voice	to	women’s	everyday	

interests	and	desires,	which	in	the	context	of	the	many	restrictions	on	
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women	in	public	life	often	remain	unspoken	or	hidden	within	the	cultural	

fabric.	In	the	accompanying	artworks,	the	use	of	popular	and	everyday	

cultural	forms	and	objects	are	re-composed	to	offer	a	new,	progressive	

visual	language	that	not	simply	challenges	the	current	situation	of	women	

in	Iran.	Indeed,	it	also	attempts	to	imagine	alternative	forms	of	identity	

and	dialogue	for	and	between	Iranian	women	as	well	as	their	voice	

beyond	their	own	cultural	context.	Overall,	the	artwork	is	understood	in	

this	research	as	a	form	of	exchange	and	‘environment’	that	acts	not	simply	

within	political	discourse,	but	within	a	wider	‘political	aesthetic’	—	i.e.	the	

everyday	lived	means	by	which	we	experience	and	mediate	our	political	

condition.		While	the	thesis	illustrates	how	contemporary	Iranian	artists	

are	using	fun	and	relatable	everyday	elements	to	engage	with	the	public,	

to	establish	their	audience	as	a	community,	and	comment	on	larger	social	

situations,	there	is	also	an	ongoing	critical	question	as	to	whether	this	

work	is	complicit	in	or	critical	of	the	everyday	context,	or	indeed	both.	

This	thesis	marks	a	sustained	examination	of	the	ongoing	double	bind	that	

the	(female)	Iranian	artist	is	committed	to.		

	

	

	

Keywords:	Contemporary	art,	Identity,	Iranian	art,	Iranian	women’s	art,	

Contestation,	Feminism,	Politics,	Religion,	Islam,	Participation,	Social,	

Public	art,	Community,	Installation,	Contemporary	art,	Political	art
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Chapter	1:	Introduction	
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Section	One:	Background	

	

The	everyday	lives	of	men	and	women	in	the	modern	world	are	similar.	

But	women's	lives	are	sometimes	more	difficult	and	restrictive,	especially	

when	mixed	with	religion,	customs,	and	politics.		

I	was	born	in	the	early	years	after	Iran’s	Islamic	Revolution	and	my	

childhood	was	plagued	by	the	Iran–Iraq	war	and	post-war	problems.	The	

Iranian	Revolution	produced	many	changes	in	Iranian	political	and	social	

life,	especially	regarding	religion,	which	transformed	society.	

The	growth	during	this	historical	period	and	within	the	community	has	

affected	me	as	a	woman,	as	the	personal	and	social	concerns	of	women	in	

Iran	preoccupy	my	mind.	I	was	raised	within	this	environment,	with	all	of	

the	related	problems	confronting	me	on	a	daily	basis.	As	a	result,	I	cannot	

be	indifferent	to	or	sidestep	these	issues.	I	have	to	say	that	the	issues	

chose	me,	and	that	I	did	not	find	them.	

Childhood	and	adolescence	for	me	and	many	of	my	generation	in	Iran	was	

full	of	memories	and	incidents	that	have	raised	various	questions	to	which	

we	have	never	found	the	answers.	I	have	tried	to	use	my	art	to	express	

women’s	problems	in	Iran.	However,	for	artists,	especially	female	artists,	

it	is	difficult	to	choose	women	as	the	subject	of	artworks	in	Iran.	Before	

addressing	my	artworks,	I	want	to	tell	you	a	bit	more	about	the	world	I	left	

behind	when	I	moved	to	Britain	in	2011	when	I	was	twenty-seven	years	

old.	I	will	go	back	in	time	a	bit	to	give	a	clearer	picture	of	myself	and	life	in	

Iran.	

I	am	not	a	religious	person	and	was	not	brought	up	in	a	religious	

environment.	So,	I	have	always	struggled	with	the	restrictions	forced	upon	
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me.	In	my	family,	we	always	respected	all	religious	practices,	but	at	the	

same	time,	we	always	resisted	these	norms	becoming	embedded	in	us.	

The	first	time	I	was	faced	with	wearing	a	veil	to	cover	my	hair,	I	was	in	

first	grade.	I	wore	a	soulless	grey	uniform	that	covered	my	hair	with	

something	like	a	wimple	that	made	me	feel	choked.	Every	year	in	Iran,	the	

twenty-third	of	September	marks	the	beginning	of	the	division	of	many	

girls’	lives	into	two	parts.	The	first	part	is	living	in	a	community	(school)	

with	a	veil	and	the	second	part	is	being	in	the	family	with	the	clothing	you	

choose	for	yourself.	The	hijab	rules	at	school	were	very	strict	and	school	

officials	implemented	the	rules	fully	(Figure	1).		

As	Soutiam	Goodarzi	has	written	about	her	experience:		

Each	week,	we	had	physical	checks	of	our	hair	and	nails	—	and	

also,	in	case	we	were	tempted	to	try	jewellery,	our	ears,	chests,	and	

wrists.	Wearing	large	hairclips	wasn’t	allowed,	despite	the	fact	that	

they	were	hidden	by	our	hijabs.	To	this	day	I	haven’t	figured	out	

why	a	flower-shaped	clip	is	provocative.	Underneath	the	hijab,	our	

hair	had	to	be	either	short	or	in	a	firm	ponytail,	so	that	the	style	of	

hair	didn’t	accentuate	certain	areas	of	the	fabric	(Goodarzi	2019).		

I	had	conflicting	feelings	about	this.	On	the	one	hand,	the	scarf	was	a	

symbol	of	growing	up	—	and	for	me,	as	a	six-year-old	girl,	it	felt	similar	to	

when	I	wore	my	mum’s	high-heel	shoes	and	walked	with	them,	like	a	

young	lady	doing	so.	On	the	other	hand,	it	was	hard	to	endure	every	day	

for	six	hours.	My	mother	tried	to	explain	to	me	at	that	age	that	wearing	a	

veil	was	the	law.	But	at	that	age,	I	couldn't	understand	why	the	law	was	

different	in	the	family,	on	the	street,	and	in	the	school	(Figure	2).	



	

	

15	

	

Figure	1:		my	sister	and	I	with	school	uniform	quotes,	1989,	Iran	

	

Figure	2:	my	sister	and	I	with	outfit,	1989,	Iran 

	

Also,	it	was	not	easy	for	me	to	understand	why	we	should	use	only	dark	

colours	at	school,	while	I	wore	colourful	clothes	outside	of	school.	I	always	

had	many	questions	in	my	mind	as	to	what	the	difference	was	between	

people	who	are	in	school	from	people	on	the	streets,	and	why	I	had	to	
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cover	my	hair	only	from	them?	Why	were	we	not	allowed	to	wear	a	

colourful	dress	at	school?		

As	Saba	Zavarei	said	in	her	interview:		

I	remember	the	very	first	time	when	I	had	to	wear	the	headscarf	as	

I	had	reached	seven	years	old,	the	age	around	which	female	

students	are	obliged	to	cover	their	hair	as	part	of	their	school	

uniform,	I	was	excited	and	I	felt	that	it	was	a	sign	of	becoming	an	

adult	but	just	in	a	few	hours,	I	started	feeling	the	frustration	

(DCBLOG-WEBMASTER,	2019).	

Many	girls	have	had	feelings	similar	to	mine	about	women’s	school	dress-

codes	in	Iran.	Indeed,	these	conflicting	emotions	become	more	challenging	

as	girls	grow	up.		

My	second	encounter	with	the	veil	was	at	the	age	of	nine—the	age	that	

girls	in	Iran	according	to	Islamic	and	state	law	should	wear	the	hijab	in	

society.	Schools	have	to	hold	a	significant	celebration	called	Jashn-e	Taklif	

(Obligation	Ceremony)	for	nine-year-old	girls,	in	which	they	are	initiated	

into	Islamic	society.	They	give	all	girls	a	chador	and	teach	them	how	to	

pray	and	how	to	be	a	Muslim	woman.	They	say	that	if	you	do	not	pray	or	

wear	the	hijab	incorrectly,	you	will	go	to	hell	(Niknejad	2013).	

After	this	ceremony,	I	was	forced	to	wear	the	hijab	while	walking	around	

my	city.	My	mother	sewed	a	red	gown	for	me	to	wear	in	the	street.	She	

chose	a	red	colour	to	make	me	feel	better	about	the	new	dress	rule.	But	

when	I	wore	it	for	the	first	time	in	the	street,	the	morality	police	arrested	

me	for	wearing	red	(an	“irritating”	colour)	in	public	places!	This	is	the	

most	bitter	and	unforgettable	memory	in	my	mind	about	the	hijab:	the	

moment	a	ten-year-old	girl	is	treated	like	a	criminal	in	the	street	in	front	

of	others	just	because	of	the	colour	of	her	clothes!	The	moment	that	some	

women	in	the	street	behave	like	a	criminal	with	a	ten-year-old	girl	in	front	

of	others	just	because	of	her	clothes’	colour	(Figure	3).	
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Figure	3:	My	first	gown	with	scarf,	1993	

	

In	Iran,	a	particular	group	has	worked	as	the	“morality	police”	since	the	

1979	Islamic	Revolution.	Known	as	the	Gasht-e	Ershad,	they	are	the	main	

agency	tasked	with	enforcing	Iran’s	Islamic	code	of	conduct	in	public.	

Their	focus	is	on	ensuring	observance	of	the	hijab	—	mandatory	rules	

requiring	women	to	cover	their	hair	and	bodies	and	discouraging	the	use	
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of	cosmetics	(BBC	Monitoring	2016)(Figure	4).

	

Figure	4:Wearing	your	headscarf	too	daringly	in	Iran	can	result	in	a	telling	off	by	the	morality	police 

	

Women	and	young	girls	struggle	with	the	fashion	police	in	any	way	they	

can.	Fear	of	encountering	them	has	even	prompted	the	creation	of	an	app	

that	helps	people	avoid	Gasht-e	Ershad	mobile	checkpoints.	The	phone	app	

is	called	Gershad	(likely	meaning	‘getting	around	Ershad’	instead	of	facing	

them)	and	alerts	users	to	checkpoints	to	help	them	avoid	the	latter	by	

choosing	a	different	route	(BBC	TRENDING	2016)(Figure	5).	

Parisa,	a	27-year-old	researcher	in	urban	geography	and	sociology	in	

Tehran,	said	the	following	about	her	personal	experience	with	the	

Morality	Police	(2016):		
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I	was	stopped	by	Gasht-e	Ershad	two	or	three	times,	but	I	wasn't	

arrested.	But	my	sister	was	arrested	twice.	I	had	to	bring	her	some	

[extra]	clothes	to	put	on.	Every	woman	has	to	make	her	own	

decision	about	how	far	to	risk	pushing	against	Iran's	restrictions.	

Personally,	she	says	she’s	careful	about	the	way	she	dresses	at	

work	but	is	more	daring	on	social	occasions	(Kenyon	2016).	

	

Figure	5:	The	app	uses	data	from	users	to	pinpoint	where	mobile	checkpoints	have	been	placed.	

	

Even	though	women	have	to	be	careful	in	public	places	about	their	outfit,	

they	can	choose	their	own	style	in	private	and	at	family	parties.	When	we	

compare	female	style	inside	and	outside	of	the	house,	the	inherent	

paradox	that	women	encounter	daily	is	more	understandable	(Figure	6).	

Journalist	Masih	Alinejad	(2014)	wrote	on	‘My	Stealthy	Freedom’	(a	

Facebook	page	that	invites	Iranian	women	to	post	pictures	of	themselves	

without	a	hijab):		

We	know	that	we	don’t	have	freedom	inside	Iran,	but	when	we	

don’t	see	the	police	around,	we	know	how	to	take	off	our	scarf	and	
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create	a	moment	of	freedom,	in	guilty	pleasure,	and	in	stealth	

(Alinejad	2014).	

																											 `	

	

Figure	6:	parties	include	both	men	and	women,	as	well	as	alcohol	and	other	amenities	that	many	

believe	are	impossible	to	find	in	Iran.	

	

The	third	factor	in	my	life	that	made	the	hijab	and	women’s	issues	the	

main	concern	in	my	artwork	was	the	government’s	order	to	close	down	

my	first	photography	exhibition.	My	practice,	for	about	15	years,	has	
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mainly	entailed	photography	and	digital	graphic	design,	and	I	have	

worked	as	a	designer	and	photographer	within	the	commercial	context.	

Additionally,	I	have	always	been	passionate	about	photomontage	and	

performance,	all	connected	to	the	subject	of	women	in	Iranian	society.	I	

had	several	exhibitions	during	my	BA	in	Graphic	Design	and	MA	in	Fine	

Art.	In	my	early	years	of	artistic	production,	my	main	concern	was	

children’s	art	—	particularly	poster	designs	for	children’s	theatre.	

However,	when	I	engaged	more	with	society,	I	was	faced	with	different	

problems	due	to	my	gender	and	the	concept	of	my	art	changed,	becoming	

more	oriented	towards	the	representation	of	women’s	worlds.	In	my	

work,	I	have	tried	to	deal	with	topics	that	are	taboo	for	women	in	Iran.	It	is	

difficult	to	explore	these	issues	directly	in	Iran	because	the	government	

does	not	like	to	hear	dissenting	voices.	They	quickly	censor	artworks	that	

directly	oppose	state	laws,	especially	if	the	artist’s	focus	is	on	women's	

issues.	It	was	for	this	reason	that	my	first	photo	exhibition,	My	Body	

(2007),	was	shut	down	by	government	order.	The	government’s	rationale	

for	its	intervention	was	my	exhibition’s	apparent	over-exposure	of	the	

female’s	body	(i.e.	hands	and	legs),	as	they	believed	it	could	potentially	

arouse	male	audiences.	They	stated	additional	concerns	surrounding	the	

transmission	of	feminist	ideology	in	public	(Figure	7).	After	this,	I	tried	to	

hide	my	concerns	behind	symbols,	and	to	show	the	problems	facing	

women	indirectly	and	symbolically,	the	way	that	most	Iranian	artists	do.	
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Figure	7:	Photos	from	the	My	Body	collection,	2007	

	

Due	to	the	political	conditions	in	Iran,	many	artists	and	I	have	deliberately	

concealed	our	messages	behind	various	symbols.	Iranian	contemporary	

art	is	full	of	these	symbols,	which	is	dissimilar	to	Western	art,	which	is	full	

of	elements	from	everyday	life.	Traditional	and	religious	symbols	play	a	

major	role	in	Iranian	art,	in	order	to	express	today’s	societal	discourse	in	a	

symbolic	way.	

When	I	leave	the	country,	I	am	faced	with	the	fact	that	many	of	these	

symbols	only	have	meaning	for	Iranians	and	Muslims.	As	a	consequence,	

non-Iranian	audiences	cannot	understand	and	decode	the	artwork	easily,	

and	as	an	artist,	I	must	first	remove	myself	from	the	shade	of	censorship	

and	find	a	more	universal	and	understandable	language	for	the	audience.	

The	hijab	is	a	sample	of	symbols	in	which	different	messages	can	be	
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expressed	and	different	layers	can	be	seen.	The	veil	is	one	of	the	most	

powerful	symbols	of	cultural	significance	in	the	contemporary	world.		

When	I	came	to	England	to	study,	a	new	subject	started	to	occupy	my	

mind,	namely	the	view	of	most	people	outside	of	Iran	of	Iranian	women.	

Most	of	them	had	the	image	of	women	in	chadors,	and	it	was	unbelievable	

for	them	that	Iranian	women	work,	study,	and	perform	many	common	

functions.	This	thinking	stems	from	both	domestic	and	foreign	media,	as	

both	show	an	extreme	image	of	Iran.	As	the	photojournalist	Eric	Grigorian,	

who	visited	Iran	in	2015,	said:		

I	read	so	many	things	about	chadors	and	the	rules	in	Iran,	I	wanted	

to	see	these	things	for	myself	and	to	ask	people	directly	how	they	

have	to	deal	with	this	…	Photographing	a	culture	and	people	who	

have	repeatedly	been	portrayed	in	a	negative	light	by	the	Western	

media.	I	want	to	photograph	everyday	life	on	the	streets	and	in	

bazaars	—	[a]	life	that	reveals	the	traditions	and	customs	of	the	

Iranian	people	in	a	non-judgmental	manner.	My	aim	is	to	reveal	an	

essence	and	spirit	that	Americans	will	be	able	to	relate	to	(Blott	

2016).	

That	is	why	showing	the	real	image	of	Iranian	women	to	a	non-Iranian	

audience	was	added	to	my	previous	artistic	interests	—	as	was	trying	to	

find	an	international	language	for	my	visual	works	that	helps	foreign	

audiences	to	establish	a	better	relationship	with	my	art.	Perhaps	this	

made	me	decide	to	use	Islamic	art	and	symbols	in	my	works.	The	thinking	

behind	this	was	that	everyone	knows	me	as	a	Muslim	woman,	that	I	grew	

up	with	the	symbols	of	Islamic	art	for	many	years	and	that	I	touched	them	

intimately,	and	lastly,	that	these	symbols	are	known	all	over	the	world.	

The	fields	of	photography	and	mixed	media	are	not	unfamiliar	to	me.	Due	

to	censorship	problems	inside	Iran	and	sanctions	abroad,	I	did	not	have	

the	chance	to	access	modern	and	contemporary	art	books	in	Iran.	The	
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essence	of	modern	art	allows	me	to	create	and	recreate	not	only	a	

woman’s	experience	but	also	to	show	her	political	as	well	as	social	

problems	—	and	even	her	problems	as	a	woman	in	her	family	in	Iran’s	

Islamic	community.	I	believe	that	the	knowledge	and	experience	that	I	

gained	in	the	field	of	graphic	design	and	photography	helped	me	to	create	

modern	artworks	by	drawing	upon	what	goes	on	in	the	daily	lives	of	

Iranian	women	and	compounding	this	with	elements	of	Islamic	art.	I	hope	

that	my	artworks	present	what	I	cannot	express	in	my	writing.	I	hope	that	

the	practical	part	will	help	me	with	the	issues	that	I	wish	to	address	in	this	

research.	

	

Section	Two:	Iranian	Social	and	Political	Life		

Iran	has	had	a	turbulent	political	history,	but	the	country’s	situation	has	

not	been	an	obstacle	to	the	development	of	an	innovative	contemporary	

art	scene.	It	could	even	be	said	that	Iranian	artists	have	used	political	

turmoil	to	their	advantage	throughout	different	historical	periods	in	order	

to	create	lasting	and	iconic	artworks.	For	example,	in	American	democracy,	

Sarah	Rahbar	combined	traditional	and	religious	Iranian	fabric	with	the	

American	flag.	The	work	references	the	cultural	shifts	and	challenges	

faced	by	many	of	the	artist’s	peers	during	the	Iranian	Revolution	and	the	

Iran-Iraq	War,	and	the	migration	of	many	families	to	the	United	States	

(Figure	8).	The	incomplete	American	flag	raises	questions	of	how	

consistent	American	democracy	actually	is	with	cultural	and	political	

spaces	in	the	Middle	East.		



	

	

25	

	

Figure	8:		American	Democracy.	Flags,	embroidery,	and	metal	ornaments	(127	x	172cm).	Completed	in	

2007.	

	

Rozita	Sharaf-Jahan	is	an	artist	whose	work	focuses	on	social	and	political	

issues	with	a	sense	of	immediacy.	She	is	one	of	the	few	female	artists	to	

have	made	political	art	in	the	early	years	following	the	revolution.	Rozita	

remained	in	Iran	during	this	period	and	she	had	to	fight	against	the	odds	

to	create	her	work.	In	an	interview	with	an	Iranian	newspaper,	the	artist	

Sharaf	Jahan	said:	

In	the	years	following	the	revolution,	the	government	and	

revolutionary	artists	wanted	to	remove	us	from	the	national	art	

history.	They	believed	that	modern	art	was	related	to	the	Pahlavi	

era	and	that	there	was	no	place	for	us	in	the	revolutionary	period.	

As	a	result,	they	removed	my	generation's	artists	from	art	
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exhibitions	and	Biennales.	But	ten	of	us	formed	an	independent	art	

group	named	“30”	and	we	started	doing	art	activities	despite	all	the	

difficulties	that	lay	ahead	(Mosavi	2016).	

	

Figure	9:	The	Keep	Silence	collection,	2005,	by	Rozita	Sharaf-Jahan	

	

Rozita’s	artworks	represent	a	direct	protest	to	the	political	and	social	

conditions	she	faced.	It	is	her	courage	in	dealing	with	such	matters	that	

distinguishes	her	from	other	female	artists	(Figure	9).	However,	not	all	

artists	were	able	to	work	in	the	difficult	post-revolutionary	conditions	in	

Iran.		

Despite	their	different	approaches	to	the	intensified	political	situation,	the	

majority	of	Iranian	artists	shared	a	common	purpose.	Iranian	

contemporary	artists	—	many	of	whom,	at	one	time	or	another,	had	to	
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move	out	of	the	country	due	to	the	Islamic	Revolution	—	have	found	ways	

to	bridge	their	rich	traditional	cultural	heritage	with	modern	

multidisciplinary	practices.	The	turmoil	seen	in	Iranian	politics	is	visible	

in	art	as	well.		

Based	on	research,	my	understanding	of	women’s	life	in	Iran	can	be	

divided	into	two	parts:	one	is	public	life,	where	women	try	to	cover	

everything	and	live	according	to	the	government’s	rules.	The	second	part	

is	private	life,	where	they	live	how	they	please.	As	mentioned	before,	the	

dress	style	is	different	for	Iranian	women	at	home	and	at	private	parties	

compared	to	outside	and	at	work.	One	of	the	problems	that	women	in	Iran	

face	following	the	revolution	is	a	denial	of	the	right	to	choose	the	veil	and	

dress.	As	long	as	they	stay	inside	private	spaces,	women	can	choose	to	

wear	whatever	they	like.	But	when	they	are	outside,	their	choice	of	

clothing	is	restricted	to	the	hijab.	If	we	accept	that	socialization	begins	

from	an	early	age,	then	we	should	pay	particular	attention	to	the	role	of	

education.	The	superiority	of	boys	over	girls	is	clearly	stated	in	Iranian	

school	textbooks.	The	emphasis	on	difference	and	superiority	at	such	a	

young	age	produces	adverse	effects	on	the	female	character	that	are	

irreversible.	Among	these	issues	can	be	noted	the	inequality	of	choice	

regarding	clothing	for	girls	and	boys.	For	example,	in	an	Iranian	Farsi	

book	aimed	at	third-graders	—	primary	schoolchildren	—	we	see	on	page	

nineteen	a	girl	at	“home”	with	her	mother	and	her	grandfather.	She	is	

wearing	full	clothing	(a	long-sleeved	blouse,	a	skirt,	and	thick	stockings)	

with	full	coverage	of	her	hair	in	her	private	home	(a	false	assumption	that	

women	and	girls	cover	themselves	inside	their	homes)!	On	the	opposite	

page,	however,	is	an	illustration	of	a	men’s	swimming	pool	that	shows	

boys	with	regular	clothes	for	swimming	(		Figure	10).	
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		Figure	10:	Girls’	and	boys’	clothing	from	two	pages	of	the	textbook	

	

The	divide	between	interior	and	exterior	dress	codes	for	Iranian	women	

are	not	represented	in	mainstream	images.	It	should	be	noted	that	female	

styles	of	dress	for	work	and	parties	differ	throughout	the	world.	However,	

in	Iran,	it	is	obligatory	to	wear	the	hijab	in	public	places	and	women	are	

very	restricted.	Iranian	women	are	forced	to	change	their	appearance	

relative	to	their	occupation	and	social	environment	(Kasaizadeh	2013).	

Ghazal	Sadr,	an	Iranian	photographer,	has	lived	in	Austria	since	2014.	

Ghazal	was	a	teacher	in	Iran	but	was	fired	due	to	her	religious	beliefs	and	

attitude	towards	the	veil,	and	therefore	immigrated.	She	is	the	creator	of	a	

photography	project	about	Iranian	women	and	curated	the	March	2017	

Inside-outside:	Women	in	Iran	exhibition.	The	idea	behind	this	show	

emerged	from	her	individual	experience	of	the	social	limitations	in	Iran.		

Sadr	told	Iranwire	that:		
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When	I	immigrated,	these	differences	were	much	larger	to	me.	

There	are	two	types	of	life	for	women:	women	inside	their	homes	

are	free	and	happy.	They	don't	need	to	cover	their	hair	and	they	

can	demonstrate	their	happiness	uninhibited.	The	second	space	of	

female	life	is	the	outer	world	where	women	continually	face	

pressure,	restrictions	and	judgment.	They	are	not	free	to	be	

themselves	(gholamhosien	poor	2017)(		Figure	11).	

As	mentioned	earlier,	something	that	Iranian	women	have	in	common	is	

that	we	have	two	different	lives	in	Iran	—	one	outside	and	one	inside	the	

home	—	and	this	confuses	us.	We	are	not	who	we	are.	Are	we	traditional?	

Are	we	modern?	This	life	lived	between	tradition	and	modernity	has	

confused	us	and	we	wish	to	find	ourselves	through	our	art.	

I	appreciate	that	all	of	the	women	of	my	generation	have	subjective	

concerns	about	women’s	rights	and	the	limitations	they	face	in	our	

society.	Restrictions	and	Iran’s	Islamic	laws	were	with	me	throughout	my	

teenage	and	young	adult	years.	This	experience	has	led	me	to	pay	more	

attention	to	religious	issues.	In	my	artworks,	I	try	to	argue	more	against	

different	aspects	of	Islamic	and	Sharia	law	that	have	ignored	the	status	of	

women.	For	me,	this	type	of	work	is	a	kind	of	peaceful	struggle	with	the	

traditional	religious	ideology	which	I	can	see	in	my	community.	
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		Figure	11:	Inside-outside,	Women	in	Iran	exhibition,	2017.	

	

Section	three:	Artistic	Background	

One	artistic	series	of	mine	that	I	named	‘Zan-Khani’	(Woman	Reading)	

comes	from	Ta’zieh	Theatre.	Ta’zieh,	or	Shabih-Khan,	is	one	of	the	most	

famous	traditional	and	religious	Persian	theatres.	In	this	theatre,	from	its	

foundation	to	the	present	day,	men	play	women’s	roles.	Women,	for	

reasons	dictated	by	religious	beliefs,	could	not	appear	in	the	religious	

theatre	(Figure	12).	In	Ta’zieh,	a	set	of	signs	and	symbols	is	used	to	

perform	different	Sharia	meanings.	According	to	Chelkowski,	

The	word	ta'zieh	literally	means	expressions	of	sympathy,	

mourning	and	consolation.	As	a	dramatic	form	it	has	its	origins	in	

the	Muharram	procession	commemorating	Hussein's	martyrdom	

and	throughout	its	evolution	the	representation	of	the	siege	and	
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carnage	at	Kerbela	has	remained	its	centre	point	(Chelkowski	

1979).	

	

Figure	12:Traditional	religious	theatre,	men	play	instead	of	women	

	

Ta'zieh	Theatre	and	the	Ashura	religious	ceremony	are	held	every	year	in	

Iran.	I	grew	up	with	this	event	and	all	the	symbols	used	in	Ashura.	These	

symbols	were	tied	up	with	my	life	and	all	of	them	are	carved	into	my	

mind.	One	of	the	problems	I	have	had	with	this	event	is	the	participation	

of	only	men.	Women	have	only	ever	played	the	role	of	spectator	at	the	

event	(Figure	13).	Even	men	play	their	roles	in	the	theatre.	The	absence	of	

women	in	Ta'zieh	at	its	inception	may	not	seem	important,	but	when	the	

event	is	repeated	every	year,	the	lack	of	women	is	more	visible.	
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Figure	13:	Women	only	have	the	role	of	spectator	at	the	event	

Meanwhile,	the	Ashura	festival	is	made	up	of	a	variety	of	symbols,	each	of	

which	has	its	own	meaning.	Between	Shia	Muslims,	Ashura	is	a	symbol	of	

freedom	and	resistance	(Asifi,	2012).	The	symbols	are	therefore	bound	up	

in	meanings	of	freedom	and	resistance	to	tyranny,	and	have	helped	me	to	

express	my	message	about	the	condition	of	women	in	Iran	(Figure	14).	In	

Zan-Khani’	series,	I	used	Ta'zieh	elements	to	commemorate	the	role	of	

women	in	this	performance	that	has	been	forgotten	(Figure	15).		

	

Figure	14:The	Alam	is	the	symbol	of	power	
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Figure	15:	From	the	Zan-Khani	collection	(120.70	cm),	2012.	

	

For	the	next	collection	in	2013,	I	worked	with	issues	of	gender	in	My	name	

is	woman.	The	collection	comprises	two	parts:	the	first	section	shows	

images	of	Iranian	women’s	faces	camouflaged	with	traditional	painting	

(Gol	va	Morgh);	the	second	section	is	a	performance	piece,	which	was	

performed	twice	at	the	Winchester	School	of	Art	at	the	University	of	

Southampton.	In	this	artwork,	I	displayed	another	limitation	that	religion	

and	traditional	beliefs	imposed	on	women.	An	obituary	in	Iran	is	an	A4	

poster	that	reports	the	recent	death	of	a	person,	typically	along	with	an	

account	of	the	individual’s	life	and	information	about	the	upcoming	

funeral.	The	obituary	is	posted	in	the	streets	around	the	house	of	the	dead	

person	(Figure	16).	Due	to	Islamic	tradition	and	Sharia	law,	the	photo	of	a	

dead	woman	may	not	appear	in	her	obituary	poster;	instead,	a	picture	of	
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flowers	appears.	However,	for	a	man,	there	is	no	problem	and	the	obituary	

poster	uses	his	image.	

		 	

Figure	16:	Women’s	obituary	notices	designed	with	a	flower	instead	of	their	pictures,	and	men’s	

obituaries	designed	with	their	picture.	

	

In	the	introduction	to	this	collection	I	wrote:		

My	first	name	is	woman.	But	each	person	calls	me	a	name	and	

summarises	me	with	that	word.	I	am	sometimes	only	a	body	for	the	

lonely	night	…	and	sometimes	a	tool	to	portray	an	image	of	beauty	

on	street	advertisements.	Another	of	my	names	is	wife.	I	also	have	

another	name,	which	is	mother.	Among	the	thousands	of	names	
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that	have	been	left	for	me	as	the	time	passes,	woman	is	still	my	

primary	name.	

			 	

Figure	17:	My	name	is	Woman,	60.60cm,	2013	

Gol	va	Morgh	is	a	traditional	painting	style	in	Iran.	It	is	the	paint	used	to	

decorate	book	covers.	In	this	style,	the	Gol	(flower)	is	a	symbol	of	love	and	

the	Morgh	(bird)	is	the	beloved	icon	(Machiyani	2014).	In	this	collection,	

we	see	women	with	their	faces	decorated	with	a	symbol	of	love	and	
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beauty.	However,	their	identities	are	hidden	behind	this	beautiful	design.	

Everyone	can	see	the	repetition	and	juxtaposition	of	the	images	with	

colours	that	are	the	symbol	of	life.	But	behind	these	colourful	pictures,	

women’s	differences	are	hidden	in	silence	(Figure	17).		

The	remarkable	point	about	my	past	projects	is	the	attention	they	have	

paid	to	women’s	identity,	colour,	and	using	the	symbols	that	originated	

from	the	traditions	and	everyday	life	of	women	in	Iran,	which	have	

unwittingly	appeared	in	my	artworks.	In	most	of	these	artworks	can	be	

seen	an	opposition	to	the	social	conditions	governing	the	female	

community	in	Iran.		

	

Section	Four:	Research	Questions	

Due	to	the	fact	that	I	lived	in	Iran	among	such	contradictions,	and	because	

I	continue	to	struggle	with	all	of	these	problems,	Iranian	women	and	their	

lifestyles	have	always	been	a	concern	for	me.	This	concern	is	ingrained	in	

my	artworks.		

My	research	is	focused	on	the	critical	consideration	of	my	fine-arts	

practices.	To	date,	my	practices	have	combined	representational	and	

conceptual	art	practices,	primarily	through	the	media	of	photomontage	

and	performance.	As	an	Iranian	woman,	my	work	has	consistently	offered	

an	exploration	of	women’s	social,	political,	and	cultural	experiences	within	

Iran.	While	my	work	has	typically	drawn	upon	and	subverted	formal	

Islamic	iconographic	elements	from	within	the	country,	my	interests	have	

turned	increasingly	to	the	everyday	lives	of	women.		

	My	current	and	future	practices	have	increasingly	been	developing	

through	a	contemporary-art	framework.	My	current	practice-based	

research	therefore	offers	an	iterative	examination	and	re-examination	of	

the	following	key	elements:	
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• The	subversion	and	re-use	of	masculine	Islamic	iconography	and	

traditional	fine	art	practices,	presented	from	a	female	Iranian	

perspective.	

• Women’s	everyday	interests	and	desires,	which	in	the	context	of	

the	many	restrictions	on	women	in	public	life	often	remain	

unspoken	or	hidden	within	the	cultural	fabric.	

• The	use	of	popular	and	everyday	cultural	forms	and	objects	as	part	

of	a	new,	progressive	visual	language	that	not	only	challenges	the	

current	situation	of	women	in	Iran,	but	also	attempts	to	imagine	

alternative	forms	of	identity	and	dialogue	for	and	amongst	Iranian	

women	as	well	as	their	voice	beyond	their	own	cultural	context.	

• The	artwork	as	a	form	of	exchange	and	environment	that	acts	not	

simply	within	political	discourse,	but	‘aesthetic	politics’	–	the	

means	by	which	we	can	only	experience	and	mediate	our	political	

condition	(explored	in	the	case	of	this	research	through	

deliberately	visual	forms	and	rhetoric).	

	

In	this	PhD	project,	my	aim	is	to	shed	light	on	these	issues	by	focusing	on	

the	following	question:	

How	does	contemporary	art	offer	a	space	for	artists	to	address	female	

politics	and	identities,	especially	in	Iran?	

Art	in	the	modern	age	is	not	a	way	to	transfer	experience;	rather,	art	

teaches	people	how	to	tolerate	the	impact	of	time.	Walter	Benjamin	was	

the	pioneer	of	this	opinion.	He	believes	that	people’s	understanding	of	art	

also	depends	on	the	historical	circumstances	of	each	period	(Benjamin	

2002).	Artists	around	the	world	are	faced	with	specific,	uncontrollable	

social	and	historical	situations	that	impact	the	production	of	their	works.	
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In	other	words,	the	artist	is	overwhelmed	by	the	existing	conditions	of	

their	age,	and	external	circumstances	and	possibilities	shape	their	art.		

According	to	Marshall	Berman,		

Modernity	is	the	experience	of	possibilities	and	life	risks.	

He	[Benjamin]	believes	that	modernization	means	

belonging	to	an	environment	that	promises	us	adventure,	

power,	joy	and	growth	—	the	transformation	of	the	world	

and	ourselves.	And	at	the	same	time,	modernity	threatens	

to	destroy	all	of	what	we	know	and	have	(Berman	1982).	

The	proliferation	and	reproduction	of	artworks	with	minimal	facilities	and	

delivering	the	message	to	audiences	in	a	simple	way	is	one	of	my	

concerns.		Many	artistic	movements	have	also	discussed	the	issue	of	

proliferation.	The	one	that	I	explore	in	particular	is	that	of	feminist	art	and	

mixed-media	art.	Art	can	create	and	reflect	attitudes	in	and	of	the	

community,	and	it	is	possible	to	use	art	to	engage	with	both	everyday	and	

political	problems.	I	try	to	use	different	art	tools	to	express	my	personal	

concerns	about	women’s	issues	in	Iranian	society.	

My	main	concern	about	women	has	always	been	their	marginalization	in	

society,	or	the	prohibitions	against	them	doing	certain	things.	

	

Thesis	Outline	

This	thesis	falls	into	four	chapters.	The	first	chapter	focuses	on	my	

background,	i.e.	where	I	come	from	and	why	I	choose	art	to	show	women’s	

situation	in	Iran.	

The	second	chapter	focuses	on	the	situation	of	women	in	Iranian	society	

after	the	Islamic	Revolution,	and	the	impact	of	social	and	political	issues	as	

well	as	Islamic	law	on	my	artworks.	
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The	third	chapter	focuses	on	the	female	body	and	the	hijab.	In	this	

chapter,	I	evaluate	the	influence	that	growing	up	in	Iran	has	had	on	my	art	

and	how	I	use	my	background	and	memories	to	express	my	personal	

concerns.	

The	fourth	chapter	considers	the	public	and	private	lives	of	women	in	

Iran.	It	explores	how	I	use	and	illustrate	the	differences	between	Iranian	

women’s	lives	at	home	and	in	the	community	in	my	artworks.	
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Chapter	2:	Dreamland	
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Introduction		

The	purpose	of	this	chapter	is	to	define	the	situation	of	Iranian	women	

within	Islamic	society.	This	study	is	concerned	with	the	effect	of	Islamic	

law	on	the	life	of	women	in	Iran,	and	the	role	of	religious	beliefs	and	

education	in	the	perpetuation	of	different	and	changing	forms	of	

patriarchal	power	and	female	oppression.	

*	The	major	question	here	is	how	and	why	did	Islamic	and	traditional	law	

become	a	common	theme	in	the	works	of	female	artists?	

*	Additionally,	how	much	have	historical,	ideological,	and	sociological	

factors	more	broadly	affected	the	work	of	female	artists	in	Iran?	

Throughout	the	history	of	Persian	art	and	literature,	the	pen	has	always	

been	in	the	hands	of	men.	As	a	result,	the	status	of	women	in	art	and	

literature	has	not	been	well-established.	In	the	1960s	and	1970s,	the	male	

approach	to	literature	saw	men	characterise	women	as	weak,	oppressed,	

and	subordinate	sinners	who	were	needy	and	seductive	(Afshinnasab	

2015).	This	image	of	women	can	be	seen	in	the	works	of	male	writers	such	

as	Chubak	and	Gholam	Hossein	Saeedi,	whose	books	are	full	of	women	

who	are	harlots	and	paupers.	From	the	authors’	perspective,	women	were	

naturally	sinful	and	corrupt	beings	(Baraheni	1984).	

Meanwhile,	for	men,	being	likened	to	a	woman	or	wearing	women’s	

clothes	in	Iranian	folk	literature	is	seen	as	symbolic	of	weakness,	

helplessness,	and	even	inferiority.	Terms	such	as	‘I’m	not	a	man	if…	’	or	‘I	

am	less	than	a	woman	if…	’	reflect	the	mindset	of	Iranian	society	in	

relation	to	women.	This	view	of	women	has	been	extended	from	folk	

traditions	to	the	world	of	politics	and	the	media.	
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Contrary	to	the	literature,	in	the	visual	arts,	men	have	paid	less	attention	

to	the	issue	of	women.	Additionally,	female	artists	did	not	create	art	about	

being	a	woman	and	the	problems	associated	with	it.	Female	artists	in	Iran	

preferred	abstract	art	over	portraying	women’s	issues.	This	is	because	at	

the	time,	if	anyone	grappled	with	the	female	soul,	they	gave	her	the	

nickname	zaifeh,	which	means	“weak”	in	English	(Sepehri	2008).	This	is	

due	to	the	patriarchal	nature	of	Iranian	society	(Figure	18).	

According	to	Iran	Darroudi:	

The	masculine	view	is	the	view	that	society	has	imposed	

on	art.	Exhibitions	and	galleries	are	filled	with	male	works,	

and	they	believe	that	it	is	better	for	women	to	stay	at	home	

than	make	art	(Maghsoudlou	2011).		

	

Figure	18:	Our	Veins,	The	Earth’s	Veins,	Iran	Darroudi,	1969	
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In	the	past	decade,	the	number	of	women	artists	has	increased	from	

generation	to	generation.	Unlike	in	the	past,	the	main	theme	of	their	

artwork	is	women’s	issues.	Especially	following	the	Islamic	Revolution,	

due	to	Islamic	laws	in	the	country,	traditional	families,	for	the	sake	of	

promoting	an	Islamic	atmosphere	in	the	community,	allowed	their	

daughters	to	be	educated.	Although	this	was	primarily	intended	to	allow	

them	to	better	obey	Islamic	law,	increasing	women’s	education	has	led	to	

the	latter’s	increased	awareness	of	their	rights	and	in	turn,	affected	their	

artistic	production.	As	a	result	of	this	increased	awareness,	Iranian	

women	have	begun	to	express	their	concerns	about	women’s	rights	more	

in	their	art.	

The	social	and	political	activities	of	Iranian	women	seeking	to	obtain	

rights	and	freedoms	depend	on	the	situation	and	political	developments	to	

occur	during	that	particular	period	of	history.	When	the	government's	

pressure	was	more	intense,	women	and	the	women’s	movement,	like	

other	strata	and	social	groups	deprived	of	civil	liberties,	faced	greater	

obstacles.	When	the	government’s	foundations	were	weak,	women	were	

more	able	to	engage	in	social	activities	(Afkhami	and	Vaziri	1998).	

However,	in	the	early	years	of	the	revolution,	many	women	were	

dismissed	or	migrated	to	other	countries.	They	lost	most	of	the	rights	that	

they	had	fought	to	win	due	to	the	hardening	of	Islamic	laws	in	the	country.	

But	the	first	generation	of	women	and	girls	who	grew	up	during	the	

revolution	has	entered	the	field	to	gain	lost	rights.	

Indeed,	female	artists,	writers,	journalists,	and	lawyers	today	try	to	

express	in	their	works	the	demands	of	these	women,	who	are	mainly	18–

30	years	old	and	have	been	raised	in	the	post-revolutionary	environment.	

Unaffiliated	with	government	institutions,	this	new	generation	of	activists	

pursues	an	agenda	focused	on	the	improvement	of	the	social	and	political	

status	of	women,	as	well	as	the	achievement	of	equal	rights.	In	this	way,	

they	face	many	obstacles	and	many	of	them	are	jailed	or	banished.	Female	
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activists,	both	inside	and	outside	of	Iran,	still	continue	their	activities	in	

order	to	achieve	their	goals.		

That	said,	most	female	Iranian	artists	have	been	afraid	to	apply	feminist	

elements	to	their	work.	They	refuse	to	talk	about	it,	perhaps	due	to	an	

ignorance	of	the	general	flow	of	feminism	or	perhaps	because	they	are	

scared	that	they	will	lose	their	audience	(Feshangchi	2006).	

It	can	be	said	that	feminist	art	does	not	exist	in	Iran	as	it	does	in	the	West.	

Perhaps	this	long	silence	from	Iranian	female	artists	will	one	day	

transform	into	a	cry	for	action,	and	then	we	will	see	female	artists	begin	to	

represent	the	language	of	their	daily	struggles	in	their	visual	artworks. 

Muslim	feminists	in	Iran	are	a	group	of	women	who	fight	for	their	rights	

as	women	and	have	religious	beliefs.	They	believe	that	the	inequality	

between	men	and	women	in	society	happens	due	to	men’s	

misinterpretations	of	Islam.	They	advocate	for	gender	equality	within	the	

framework	of	Islam	and	they	draw	their	power	from	the	Quran	(Mir	

Hosieni	2010).	

Zahra	Rahnavard	is	one	such	artist	who	focuses	on	women’s	rights	

through	the	lens	of	Islamic	law	in	her	artworks.	She	wears	a	full	veil	but	

argues	that	the	mandatory	enforcement	of	this	dress	code	does	not	come	

from	Islam,	and	is	therefore	unacceptable	in	society	(Figure	19).	
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Figure	19:	human	rights,	Zahra	Rahnavar,	2009	

	

Challenging	this	view	are	the	women	who	believe	that	all	of	the	

inequalities	that	exist	in	society	are	caused	by	religion.	Meanwhile,	Islamic	

feminists	critically	engage	with	Western	feminism.	They	believe	that	the	

cultural	conditions	of	women	in	each	region	are	different	and	that	there	is	

no	single	proven	solution	for	all	women	(Rahnavard	2013).	With	the	

increased	strength	of	Islamic	laws	that	tell	women	what	they	can	and	

cannot	do,	female	artists	in	the	last	decade	have	paid	more	attention	to	

Western	feminism.	An	element	of	disgust	and	anger	about	the	veil	and	

Islamic	law	in	society	is	palpable	in	their	artwork.	

Sabzevari	is	one	of	the	artists	who	uses	Islamic	symbols	in	her	work	to	

oppose	the	condition	of	women	in	Iranian	society	(Figure	20).	According	

to	Watson,	
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She	uses	religious	rituals,	characters,	and	symbols	as	her	

props,	and	as	a	backdrop	to	the	emotionally	charged,	

deformed	and	unfolding	figures	of	women	—	often	herself	

—	that	portray	a	‘quasi’	schizophrenic	state,	still	

responsive	to	societal	obligations	while	feeling	suffocated	

by	their	restrictions.	As	a	commentary	on	the	paradoxes	

that	she	has	experienced	in	the	crossing	of	modernity	with	

religious	fundamentalism,	her	works	express	a	continuous	

conflict	with	the	roles	defined	for	her	as	a	woman	in	Islam	

and	the	reality	of	her	everyday	existence	(Watson	2014).	

	

	

Figure	20:	Bahar	Sabzevari,	Bad	Girls,	2011	
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Gender	and	the	contrast	between	men	and	women	is	an	issue	that	has	

occupied	society	for	years,	and	it	seems	that	as	time	passes,	a	solid	answer	

becomes	only	further	out	of	reach.	The	subject	is	discussed	constantly	in	

sociology,	anthropology,	psychology,	and	art.	Indeed,	Freud	once	said,	“the	

sexual	life	of	adult	women	is	a	‘dark	continent’	for	psychology”	(Freud	

1969).	Iran,	as	a	country	with	a	deeply	religious	background,	is	not	

excluded	from	this.	It	can	be	said	that	the	description	of	male-female	

relationships	and	women’s	social	status	is	sometimes	complicated.	The	

second	generation	of	female	artists	after	the	revolution	paid	more	

attention	to	this	area,	and	their	works	have	portrayed	the	conflict	and	

dichotomy	between	women	and	men.	This	wave	became	widespread	and	

coincided	with	the	Arab	Spring	in	the	Middle	East.	This	group	of	female	

artists	had	more	democratic	concerns.	During	this	period,	women	had	a	

strong	presence	in	the	community	and	thus	gained	more	knowledge	about	

the	inequality	of	their	rights	in	relation	to	men	(Omrani	2014).	

As	Ziba	Mir-Hosseini	said	in	The	Muslim	Women’s	Quest	for	Equality:		

Between	Islamic	Law	and	feminism,	like	most	Iranian	

women,	I	strongly	supported	the	1978–1979	revolution	

and	believe	in	the	justice	of	Islam.	But	when	the	Islamists	

strengthened	their	hold	on	power	and	made	Sharia	(or	

their	interpretation	of	it)	the	law	of	the	land,	I	found	

myself	a	second-class	citizen	(Mir-Hosseini,	2006).	

All	of	these	social	inequalities	and	the	sense	of	being	seen	as	a	second-rate	

citizen	in	society	have	created	a	common	image	in	female	artists’	works.	In	

most	of	the	artworks	in	this	section,	we	are	faced	with	women	who	are	

staring	at	the	centre	of	the	image	and	looking	straight	ahead,	as	if	the	

questioner	is	in	front	of	them.	The	colour	black	is	firmly	embedded	in	

most	of	these	artists’	works;	this	colour	comes	from	the	wearing	of	the	veil	

in	Iran	(the	colour	considered	to	be	the	best	colour	for	the	hijab	according	

to	the	government).	The	similarity	between	such	works	is	so	striking	that	
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it	is	sometimes	not	possible	to	distinguish	that	different	artists	have	made	

them.	

In	most	artists’	works,	women	look	very	real	and	expressive,	displaying	

emotion	in	every	aspect	of	their	faces.	The	subjects	are	depicted	in	

everyday	situations	and	going	about	day-to-day	behaviours,	and	there	is	

no	emphasis	on	the	woman’s	bodily	beauty	by	the	artist.	The	background	

that	the	women	are	placed	before	in	the	artwork	is	usually	closed,	dark,	

and	black,	which	is	reminiscent	of	the	closed	spaces	that	make	up	the	

home	and	legal	spaces	in	which	women	find	themselves.	These	women	

often	look	aggressive,	overwhelming,	and	sometimes	very	doleful.	Artists	

during	this	period	sought	to	portray	the	true	experience	of	women	in	their	

individual	and	social	lives.	The	images	can	be	called	“demand	pictures”	

(Figure	21).		

	

Figure	21:	The	Poet	of	Nassery	Era,	Ali	Saadatmand,	2012	
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Art	and	Islamic	Rules	

When	one	is	a	woman	in	a	country	governed	by	Islamic	law,	there	are	a	lot	

of	obstacles	placed	in	one’s	way	simply	due	to	the	fact	of	one’s	gender.	I	

can	safely	say	that	as	the	Iranian	government’s	rules	indicate,	women	are	

second	in	priority	behind	men,	as	indeed	is	evident	in	many	aspects	of	

Iranian	society.	For	example,	children	after	birth	will	automatically	take	

their	father’s	family	name	and	in	the	case	of	divorce	and	custody,	it	is	

always	the	man	who	wins	unless	the	woman	can	prove	that	the	father	is	a	

drug	addict	or	that	he	is	not	able	to	support	his	children	financially.	In	

addition,	in	relation	to	working	or	studying	outside	of	the	country,	

travelling	abroad	or	marrying,	women	need	to	have	their	father’s	or	

husband’s	permission.	These	rules	touch	every	part	of	their	lives.	

However,	many	women	have	lost	their	rightful	positions	in	society	due	to	

opposition	from	their	fathers	or	husbands,	and	the	law	does	not	support	

them.	For	example,	there	is	the	case	of	Niloufar	Ardalan,	the	captain	of	an	

Iranian	women’s	football	team	whose	husband	did	not	allow	her	to	renew	

her	passport	(Figure	22).	She	therefore	missed	the	AFC	Women’s	Football	

Championship	in	2015	(Kamali	Dehghan	2015).	
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Figure	22:	cartoon	by	Firoozeh	Mozaffari	.	Iranian	Female	Soccer	Star	Faces	Husband-Imposed	Travel	

Ban,	Shahrvand	daily,	2015	

	

Because	of	the	effective	role	of	politics	as	a	patron	of	the	arts	in	Iran,	the	

status	of	women	in	the	arts	can	be	a	good	detector	of	governmental	or	

social	trends.	Owing	to	the	frequent	regime	changes	in	Iran	—	which	have	

been	a	decisive	factor	in	artistic	production	within	the	country	—	the	

position	of	women	in	art	also	parallels	the	political	difficulties	that	have	

been	encountered.	For	example,	during	the	Pahlavi	regime	in	Iran	(1925–

79),	gender	relations	and	modernisation	were	constructed	based	on	the	

imitation	of	Western	values	and	cultures	(Paidar	1997).	From	many	

religious	thinkers’	perspective,	the	push	toward	modernisation	damaged	

morality	and	family	values	in	Persian	society.	In	fact,	women	from	

traditional	and	religious	families	at	the	time	were	mostly	not	allowed	to	

be	a	part	of	the	social	sphere.	Therefore,	during	the	movement	against	the	

Shah,	the	question	of	women	became	a	subject	of	revolutionary	discourse	
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and	mobilised	many	women	(Afshar	2012).	One	of	the	most	remarkable	

benefits	for	women	after	the	revolution	was	the	fulfilment	of	their	passion	

for	studying,	especially	in	artistic	disciplines.	Many	men	were	opposed	to	

the	presence	of	women	in	society	before	the	revolution.	They	changed	

their	view	thereafter	because	of	the	Islamisation	of	the	law.	In	recent	

years,	70	percent	of	students	admitted	into	universities	were	female	—	a	

percentage	so	disturbing	for	the	government	that	the	seventh	parliament	

passed	a	quota	system,	under	which	girls	faced	university	entry	limits	and	

boys,	even	those	with	lower	scores,	would	take	priority	in	the	admissions	

process	(Kazemi	2012).	To	quote	Esfandiari:	

In	2010,	65	percent	of	all	university	students	were	female.	

But	by	the	2012–2013	school	year,	only	48.2	percent	were	

female,	allegedly	due	to	the	gender	rationing	policies	

implemented	in	2012,	according	to	the	United	Nations	

(Esfandiari	2015).	

It	can	be	said	that	in	comparison	with	the	pre-revolutionary	period,	

Iranian	women	have	substantially	increased	their	level	of	education,	

economic	power,	political	awareness	and	participation,	and	overall	

presence	in	public	spaces.	However,	statistics	show	that	women’s	

participation	and	employment	in	society	is	lower	than	before	the	

revolution.	This	is	because	the	number	of	educated	women	in	the	

community	has	increased.	

The	Islamic	government	has	created	opportunities	for	Iranian	women,	and	

they	can	study	in	different	areas.	However,	Islamic	law	nevertheless	

makes	freedom	unequal	between	women	and	men.	Despite	all	of	the	

restrictions	on	women	in	Islamic	society,	they	have	managed	to	enter	

different	fields,	especially	the	artistic	ones.	I	think	one	thing	that	is	

common	among	all	Iranian	women,	not	only	artists,	is	that	we	live	two	

different	lives	in	Iran:	one	outdoors	and	one	indoors,	and	this	confuses	us.	

We	are	not	who	we	are.	Are	we	traditional?	Are	we	modern?	This	life,	a	
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balance	between	tradition	and	modernity,	has	confused	us	and	through	

art,	we	seek	to	find	ourselves	within	it.	

With	women’s	increased	awareness	and	participation	in	society,	they	also	

became	more	aware	of	their	forgotten	rights.	The	first	domestic	Iranian	

women’s	website,	Women	in	Iran,	was	founded	in	September	2001	by	

Shadi	Sadr,	an	outstanding	lawyer,	journalist,	and	women’s	rights	activist.	

Women	in	Iran’s	slogan	was	‘women’s	rights	are	human	rights’	(Mouri	

2010).	

After	the	founding	of	the	School	of	Fine	Arts	in	Iran,	several	students	

accepted	in	the	field	of	art	were	women,	with	some	going	on	to	become	

important	and	influential	artists	in	their	field.	However,	traces	of	the	

woman’s	movement	are	nowhere	to	be	found	in	the	works	of	these	artists	

and	in	the	works	of	the	female	artists	who	were	educated	abroad.	This	

generation	was	heavily	influenced	by	the	modernism	of	their	time,	and	

they	often	created	abstract	and	formalist	works.	Even	in	Iranian	

contemporary	sculpture,	women	never	played	a	significant	role.	

Although	feminist	art	was	prevalent	and	important	in	the	West	in	the	

seventies	and	eighties,	this	was	not	the	case	in	Iran	during	the	same	

period	(Osoli	2011).	The	situation	changed,	however,	after	the	revolution.	

Day	by	day,	the	number	of	female	artists	increased,	and	they	portrayed	

their	personal	concerns	in	their	work.	Today’s	feminist	supporters	can	be	

divided	into	two	categories:	the	first	is	known	as	the	Western	(secular)	

feminists	and	the	second	consists	of	the	Islamic	(religious)	feminists.	

Secular	feminists	have	built	their	views	based	on	Western	feminist	

ideologies,	whereas	religious	feminists	simply	want	to	revise	and	refine	

the	existing	rules	of	Islamic	society	(Gharehbaghi	2002).	

The	internet	and	satellite	TV	have	also	influenced	these	artists’	artworks,	

as	they	have	affected	people’s	sense	of	style	and	opened	up	artists’	minds.	

Currently,	Iranian	feminism	is	an	alien	and	unknown	concept	of	which	
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everyone	has	different	impressions,	and	it	is	impossible	to	imagine	any	

clear	position	for	it.	The	changing	status	of	women	in	third-world	

countries,	including	Iran,	is	directly	dependent	on	their	respective	self-

developments	and	cultural	evolutions.	Primarily,	changes	from	within	the	

community	can	replace,	imitate,	and	devise	new	structures,	thus	achieving	

a	close	and	real	relationship	with	the	community’s	women	(Kamangar	

2012).	

The	concept	behind	my	series	of	collages	My	Dreamland	is	femininity	and	

the	identity	of	women	in	relation	to	society.	My	artwork	embodies	

women’s	social	transformation.	As	can	be	seen	in	all	of	my	collections,	I	

explore	the	issues	concerning	contemporary	Islamic	culture,	identity,	and	

in	particular,	Muslim	women	in	Iran.	My	research	path	made	the	

unconscious	use	of	an	artistic	style	to	become	a	true	and	conscious	form	of	

expression	related	to	my	intellectual	and	social	concerns.	When	you	live	in	

Iran,	the	lack	of	basic	social	rights	is	sometimes	annoying,	but	because	you	

are	not	used	to	it,	it	can	be	hard	for	an	outsider	to	understand	the	

differences	or	the	lack	of	these	rights.	

When	you	step	outside	of	those	boundaries	in	time,	and	when	you	are	

familiar	with	human	rights,	you	will	understand	what	you	missed	in	your	

life.	Femininity	and	womanhood	become	your	biggest	concern.	

Afterwards,	you	discover	the	artistic	language	to	represent	your	concerns,	

a	language	that	can	be	understood	and	communicated	to	both	Iranians	

and	non-Iranian	audiences.	Initially,	because	of	the	mentality	that	I	had	

formed	in	the	past,	I	could	not	freely	depict	my	concerns.	But,	I	have	tried	

to	find	my	own	artistic	language.	My	art	is	a	way	of	building	a	relationship	

between	my	own	country	and	the	art	world.		

Identity,	in	the	sense	of	self-knowledge,	can	be	considered	a	way	to	

perceive	the	differences	between	the	individual	and	collective	domains.	

The	female	identity	is	a	relatively	new	concept	that	links	women’s	

knowledge	of	sexual	difference	and	gender	identity.	
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My	artworks	aim	to	address	the	different	audiences	inside	and	outside	of	

Iran.	I	want	to	show	the	real	face	of	Iranian	women,	but	I	still	face	one	

significant	problem.	As	I	wish	to	return	to	my	country,	I	should	be	careful	

about	my	artwork.	This	problem	makes	my	job	as	an	artist	harder.		

One	of	the	first	projects	that	formed	in	my	mind	at	the	beginning	of	my	

doctoral	program	was	the	My	Dreamland	project.	The	project’s	initial	idea	

was	inspired	by	the	Facebook	page	called	‘My	Stealthy	Freedom’	and	then,	

over	time,	changed	substantially.	On	this	page	—	which	is	run	by	Masih	

Alinejad,	an	Iranian	woman	journalist	who	lives	in	the	United	States	—	

Iranian	women	stealthily	pursue	their	interests	which	are	forbidden	by	

the	Islamic	government.	They	then	send	photos	to	Alinejad	which	she	

publishes	on	the	page,	so	that	the	whole	world	can	witness	the	dreams	of	

Iranian	women	(Figure	23).	

	

Figure	23:	Picture	from	My	Stealthy	Freedom,	Masih	Alinejad,	2018	
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Concerning	Figure	70,	Alinejad	wrote	on	her	Facebook	the	following:	

Iranian	girls	sneaking	into	a	football	stadium	dressed	as	

boys.	When	bad	laws	banned	women	from	entering	

stadiums,	Iranian	women	will	not	wait	for	the	law	to	be	

changed.	They	will	break	the	bad	law.	This	is	called	civil	

disobedience	(Alinejad	2018).	

This	page	made	me	research	the	civil	rights	that	women	are	deprived	of	in	

Iran.	Sometimes,	women	are	even	imprisoned	and	sentenced	to	death	by	

the	government	for	pursuing	those	rights.	

My	Dreamland	represents	my	identification	with	Iranian	women’s	

conditions	in	society	according	to	the	laws	that	are	based	on	Islam	and	

custom.	The	rule	that	women	are	doomed	to	enforce	those	laws.	In	this	

collection,	I	depict	the	simple,	small	dreams	that	are	unattainable	for	

Iranian	women	and	girls.	

In	each	image	from	this	series,	the	audience	sees	women	portrayed	in	

work	situations	from	which	they	are	commonly	banned.	For	example,	in	

most	countries,	women	choose	to	dance	or	sing,	but	in	Iran,	this	right	is	

taken	away	from	women	and	becomes	a	mere	dream	for	them	(Figure	24).	
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Figure	24:	My	Dreamland,	Sarvenaz	Sohrabi,	Mixed	media,	2017	

	

Most	of	my	artworks	take	a	critical	look	at	the	gendered	thinking	of	

lawmakers	in	Iranian	society,	who	do	not	see	women	and	disregard	their	

rights.	

In	My	Dreamland,	I	chose	pictures	of	public	places	in	Iran,	upon	which	I	

superimposed	pictures	from	traditional	Iranian	paintings,	which	I	used	to	

reflect	upon	questions	of	gender	and	identity	and	how	women	can	change	

their	lives.	In	this	project,	I	encountered	images	of	old	paintings	of	Iranian	

women.	The	interesting	point	about	these	paintings	from	hundreds	of	
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years	ago	is	that	the	women	in	them	are	depicted	performing	activities	

that	they	are	not	currently	allowed	to	do	in	Iranian	society.	I	wanted	to	

examine	in	my	art	how	these	women	were	able	to	embody	this	ideology.		

Each	image	refers	to	one	of	the	social	activities	from	which	women	are	

forbidden,	but	that	they	are	nevertheless	interested	in	doing.	The	men	in	

the	community	can	easily	make	this	possible.	These	images	have	been	

presented	in	a	format	with	which	we	all	deal	daily.	The	images	of	the	

women	I	used	are	from	Qajar	paintings,	which	depicted	women	

performing	activities	that	they	are	not	able	to	do	in	the	Islamic	Republic.	

Dance,	music,	and	enjoying	a	social	presence	are	just	some	of	the	activities	

that	the	Islamic	government	prevents	women	from	partaking	in.	But	

women,	by	various	tricks	and	methods,	do	successfully	circumvent	the	

government	and	secretly	pursue	their	interests.	However,	failing	to	obey	

these	laws	is	not	always	safe,	and	sometimes	the	government	arrests	

women.		

There	are	many	different	factors	that	make	up	contemporary	Iranian	

culture.	Today,	mass	media	is	the	dominant	creator	of	our	culture.	The	

relationship	between	the	media,	advertising,	and	the	formation	of	

normative	cultural	values	are	all	contributors	to	our	present	culture.	The	

internet	and	globalisation	have	also	both	played	a	huge	role	in	shaping	our	

culture.	

Indeed,	artists	have	used	mass	media	in	a	multitude	of	ways	(and	vice	

versa),	with	some	artists	having	embraced	the	production	technologies	

and	means	of	communication/distribution	associated	with	mass	media	in	

order	to	reach	a	broader	and	larger	swathe	of	the	public	(WALKER	2001).	

As	Dacic	has	pointed	out,		

The	new	generation	of	Iranian	creatives,	born	in	the	years	

following	the	revolution,	is	more	critical	of	the	

expectations	to	produce	ethnic	or	political	art,	and	they	are	
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more	inclined	to	work	outside	of	tradition	and	closer	to	the	

framework	of	global	contemporaneity.	Although	the	socio-

political	context	stays	widely	present	in	the	works	of	many	

young	Iranian	artists,	as	the	reality	they	live	and	create	

their	works	in,	the	subjects	and	themes	that	they	visualise	

cannot	be	subdued	under	the	same	old	monolithic	concept	

or	be	examined	outside	of	their	relation	to	global	

movements	and	institutions	(2016).	

	

Art	in	the	Age	of	the	Internet	

The	internet	has	played	an	important	role	in	speeding	up	these	changes	

and	has	brought	contemporary	art	into	a	new	domain.	

The	internet	has	affected	all	of	our	lives	—	and	certainly	visual	art,	too.	

Internet	art	reveals	how	artists	have	employed	online	technologies	to	

engage	with	the	traditions	of	art	history,	to	create	new	forms	of	art,	and	to	

move	into	fields	of	activity	that	are	normally	beyond	the	artistic	realm	

(Greene	2004).	

When	the	internet	came	to	Iran,	it	was	still	widely	used	by	the	people,	

despite	all	of	the	restrictions	imposed	on	it	by	the	government.	The	

internet	has	increased	the	speed	of	artistic	change	in	Iran,	and	artistic	

productions	have	accelerated	due	to	the	development	of	new	software.	

Iranian	artists	—	mostly	contemporary	ones	—	have	exploited	the	

opportunities	of	the	internet	to	express	their	opposition	to	the	political	

and	social	conditions	of	Iranian	society.	

For	example,	Kiarash	Khalili	addresses	issues	of	everyday	life	in	Iran	on	

his	Instagram	page.	He	looks	at	Instagram	as	an	artwork	factory,	and	

according	to	the	Iranian	daily	news,	makes	a	new	piece	of	art	that	is	

readily	available	to	the	public.	He	takes	his	inspiration	from	completely	
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disparate	sources:	The	West	and	Iranian	celebrities,	advertisements,	

Persian	paintings,	and	Old	Iranian	pop	music.	He	uses	metaphors	as	a	

gateway	for	making	current	cultural	commentaries.	He	employs	the	faces	

of	renowned	actors,	musicians,	cultural	figures,	and	politicians	as	sources	

of	imagery	and	reflections	of	the	changing	culture	(Figure	25).	

	

	

Figure	25:	Kiarash	Khalili,	Farideh,	2018	

Iranian	women	use	the	internet	as	a	free	space	to	redefine	themselves,	as	

they	are	able	to	create	a	virtual	identity	without	the	fear	of	being	

recognised	and	consequently	punished	(Karimi	2015).	But	there	is	still	no	

security	within	this	virtual	space,	and	women	are	faced	with	problems	

here	as	well.	 
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For	example,	in	July	2018,	Iranian	media	reported	the	detention	of	a	

seventeen-year-old	girl	named	Maedeh	Hojabri	who	shared	her	dance	

videos	on	Instagram.	Despite	simply	dancing	in	her	bedroom	and	sharing	

this	video	online,	the	government	considered	Hojabri’s	performance	a	

political	crime	(Regencia,	2018)(Figure	26).	Hossein	Ronaghi,	a	blogger,	

commented:		

People	would	laugh	at	you	if	you	tell	anyone	in	the	world	

that	[in	Iran]	they	arrest	17-year-olds	and	18-year-olds	for	

dancing,	being	happy	and	being	beautiful,	for	spreading	

indecency,	and	instead	paedophiles	are	free	(Kamali	

Dehghan	2018). 

Hojabri’s	case	highlights	the	fact	that	even	in	cyberspace,	women	have	

fewer	individual	rights	and	civil	liberties	than	men.		

	

Figure	26:	Maedeh	Hojabri’s	Instagram	account	reportedly	had	600,000	followers	before	it	was	

suspended.	

The	emergence	of	new	forms	of	social	media	in	today’s	society	has	changed	

the	way	people	live	and	share	private	aspects	of	their	lives,	from	the	food	

they	eat	to	their	friendships.	Art	is	not	separate	from	this	change.	In	recent	

years,	social	media	has	had	a	profound	impact	on	artists’	works.	
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One	of	the	most	important	and	influential	social	apps	for	art	is	the	visual	

platform,	Instagram.	Isaac	Moss	writes	as	much	in	his	article,	“Is	Instagram	

changing	our	fundamental	relationship	to	art?”:		

Instagram	has	shattered	art	world	elitism:	it	no	longer	matters	

where	you	studied,	or	who	you	know,	or	where	you	live.	Your	

audience	is	global	and	they	don’t	care	about	stale	social	signifiers	

any	longer	(Moss	2018).	

With	Instagram,	everyone	can	use	the	app	and	share	their	photos	with	

other	people	and	receive	feedback	about	their	pictures.	At	no	time	in	the	

past,	has	the	artist	had	the	ability	to	speak	bluntly	with	their	audience;	

this	has	now	happened	due	to	such	platforms	as	Instagram,	and	this	

change	is	irreversible	(Semple	2016).	With	people	using	this	medium	to	

showcase	their	everyday	lives,	we	all	spend	some	part	of	our	day	on	

Instagram	and	social	media.	However,	Mothes	has	remarked	that	

“Instagram	is	not	the	reason	to	make	work.	It	can	be	a	very	powerful	tool,	

but	its	apparent	simplicity	can	be	deceiving”	(Mothes,	2018).		

I	have	used	this	template	to	portray	Iranian	women’s	daily	lives	—	

specifically,	the	parts	thereof	that	have	been	taken	away	from	them.	

In	My	Dreamland,	I	tried	to	give	the	audience	an	insight	into	the	situation	

of	women	in	Iran,	using	the	virtual	platform	of	Instagram	in	a	real	gallery	

space.	Iran	is	a	land	where	being	a	woman	is	a	crime	both	in	cyberspace	

and	in	the	real	world	—	and	you,	as	a	woman,	are	doomed	to	imagine	your	

desires	in	a	dreamland	only.	
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Figure	27:	My	Dreamland,	Winchester	art	gallery,	2019 

	

The	initial	idea	to	use	Instagram	as	a	medium	came	to	my	mind	when	I	

saw	The	Portraits	by	Richard	Prince.	Prince	printed	and	displayed	

Instagram	pictures	that	people	posted	on	large	boards	(Figure	28).	Apart	

from	seeing	these	artworks,	one	of	Prince’s	remarks	about	this	collection	

had	a	great	impact	on	me:	“I’m	not	a	very	social	person.	I	don’t	go	out	at	

night.	So	maybe	I	wish	I	looked	like	them	or	I	could	be	them	”(Swanson	

2016).	

This	collection	is	not	just	a	collage	of	pictures	and	paintings.	Rather,	it	

displays	Iranian	women	within	the	traditional-modern	duality	they	

currently	face.	It	depicts	women	born	in	the	Muslim	community	fighting	

against	the	Islamic	law	which	always	stands	in	front	of	them.	Just	like	

Prince,	I	have	tried	to	describe	my	wishes	in	this	series.	I	wish	one	day	to	

have	a	country	in	which	being	a	woman	is	not	the	cause	of	the	loss	of	one’s	

human	rights.		
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Figure	28:	New	Portraits.	Image	courtesy	of	Gagosian	Gallery,	Richard	Prince,	2015	

	

My	Dreamland	represents	my	experience	in	depicting	the	deterrence	laws	

for	women	in	Iran.	I	tried	to	use	new	mediums	to	express	my	dreams	and	

concerns	regarding	those	laws.	

	

Conclusion	

Based	on	the	information	provided,	the	influence	of	the	internet	and	social	

media	on	contemporary	Iranian	art	is	undeniable.	We	such	platforms	as	

Instagram	and	Facebook	to	share	our	everyday	lives.	Artists	use	the	

internet	as	a	tool	to	not	only	communicate	with	the	world	but	also	

challenge	the	rules	of	society.	However,	in	a	society	like	Iran’s,	artists	on	

social	media	are	not	free	to	uninhibitedly	share	their	artworks.	

Nevertheless,	the	internet	gives	them	the	power	to	use	artificial	identities	

to	express	their	concerns.	
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Chapter	3:	The	Stories		
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Introduction		

Iranian	artists	have	been	working	hard	to	integrate	their	social	concerns	

with	modern	art,	producing	art	out	of	their	everyday	problems	in	their	

community.			

This	chapter	looks	at	feminist	art	in	Iran	and	the	situation	of	Iranian	

women	artists	in	this	field;	it	also	evaluates	how	the	symbols	and	icons	

around	me	guide	me	to	illustrate	my	concerns	true	the	art.		

In	this	chapter,	I	investigate:	

*	Why	the	woman’s	body	is	of	interest	to	Iranian	female	artists.	

*	How	women	artists	use	the	Hijab	as	a	tool	for	their	art.	

*	What	characteristics	of	this	form	of	art	can	be	seen	in	the	works	of	

Iranian	artists.	

When	I	review	my	old	works,	I	can	see	the	deep	role	played	by	the	hijab	

and	the	female	body	in	my	art	as	well.	As	a	result,	I	am	aware	of	these	

tools	and	their	presence	in	Iranian	modern	art.	I	wish	to	explore	how	

political	and	social	events,	such	as	the	Iranian	revolution,	have	influenced	

these	developments.	

	

The	Female	Body	and	Art	

The	naked	body	and	video	technologies	are	two	tools	that	feminist	artists	

in	the	West	have	used	as	the	most	appropriate	means	of	expressing	their	

art.	
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From	the	beginning,	these	female	artists	used	their	naked	bodies,	the	

camera,	newspapers,	and	common	objects	and	tools	instead	of	paint	and	

canvas.	As	a	means	of	exploring	the	inner	and	outer	world,	video	art	was	

considered	to	be	the	“most	immediate”	medium	in	discovering	sexual	

identity	as	well	as	the	contradictions	between	gendered	desires	and	the	

dominant	images	within	society.	As	a	result,	video	footage,	along	with	

photographs,	sculptures,	layouts,	and	performances,	shared	the	world	of	

the	feminist	avant-garde	to	visitors	of	museums	and	exhibitions.	

Some	female	artists	used	the	popular	objectification	of	women’s	bodies	as	

a	catalyst	for	social	commentary.	One	such	artist	to	use	this	tactic	was	Ana	

Mendieta.	In	her	artworks,	Mendieta	often	discussed	cultural	and	feminine	

identity	in	relation	to	female	mysticism	and	gender.	In	her	collection	titled	

Untitled,	she	criticizes	the	images	of	beauty	and	femininity	as	depicted	in	a	

patriarchal	society.	In	these	images,	at	the	moment	of	taking	the	photo,	

Mendieta	presses	a	glass	plate	over	her	body,	hence	disassembling	it.	The	

photos	that	are	taken	at	this	moment	do	not	show	a	beautiful	body	but	

rather	depict	its	transformed	beauty	(Figure	29).	

Through	her	artworks,	Mendieta	expresses	her	apprehension,	affliction,	

and	anger	about	society’s	unequal	views	of	women.	She	uses	her	body	as	

an	artistic	tool	to	create	body	art	and	interrogate	society’s	treatment	of	

women	(Rosen	2018).	
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Figure	29:	UNTITLED	(GLASS	ON	BODY	IMPRINTS),	ANA	MENDIETA,	1972	

	

Meanwhile,	Nil	Yalter	was	one	of	the	first	artists	to	raise	the	issues	of	

immigrant	women	from	a	feminist	perspective	in	her	work	in	the	West.	

She	criticized	the	image	of	women	in	traditional	societies.	Among	her	

notable	works	on	this	subject	is	her	1974	piece	The	Headless	Woman	(or	

Belly	Dance)	(Figure	30).	

In	this	artwork,	Yalter	writes	quotes	from	the	French	poet	and	

anthropologist	Renat	Nelli	on	her	body,	hence	illustrating	the	

contradictions	between	reality	and	women’s	desire	in	a	closed	traditional	

society;	through	such	artworks,	Yalter	challenged	patriarchal	

relationships	in	her	native	Turkey.	

As	Guner	writes	about	Yalter’s	work:		

Rather	more	uniquely,	she	explores	orientalism.	The	object	

of	our	focus	is	a	woman’s	stomach	on	which	text	has	been	
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inscribed.	As	the	woman	begins	her	belly	dance,	all	we	see	

is	the	soft	flesh	of	her	undulating	stomach,	and	the	pulsing	

text	(Guner	2016).	

	

Figure	30:	Nil	Yalter’s	film	The	Headless	Woman	(Belly	Dance),	1974	

	

The	effect	of	Yalter’s	artworks	on	Shirin	Neshat	is	undeniable.	Neshat	hails	

from	one	of	the	first	artistic	generations	after	the	Iranian	Revolution	to	

use	their	art	to	criticise	traditional	Iranian	society.	Like	Yelter,	she	is	an	

immigrant	artist	whose	main	concern	is	women’s	rights	in	the	Islamic	

community	of	her	birthplace.	All	of	the	women	in	her	portrait	collection	

named	Women	of	Allah	wear	a	chador,	and	the	visible	parts	of	their	bodies	

are	covered	with	Farsi	calligraphy.	The	calligraphy	in	her	portraits	is	

reminiscent	of	the	text	of	the	Qur’an	and	the	spell	(Figure	31).	
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She	has	used	the	chador	to	show	that	veiled	women	are	very	traditional	

and	sometimes	even	backwards.	Neshat	was	the	principal	founder	of	the	

chador	style	in	Iranian	art.	Critics	have	noted	her	frequent	use	of	

Orientalist	signs	as	being	the	key	to	her	success	within	the	international	

art	market.	Neshat’s	enigmatic	photographs	caught	my	attention	from	the	

moment	that	I	first	saw	them.	Her	work	assumes	the	personality	of	the	

woman	that	she	seeks	to	depict	and	expresses	how	the	hijab	links	to	her	

character	as	a	woman.	As	Igor	Zabel	has	written	about	Neshat’s	artworks	

in	Women	in	Black:	

Neshat	makes	explicit	the	ambiguities	of	the	stereotype,	

stating	that	the	covered	woman	has	different	meanings	

according	to	the	context.	In	every	context,	she	is	also	a	

generic	Muslim	woman	who	represents	our	Western	

notions	of	the	“Orient”	and	“Islam,”	or	perhaps	even	“Iran.”	

It	is	challenging,	especially	for	a	Western	observer,	whose	

image	of	the	Muslim	world	is	generally	based	not	on	

experience	but	on	media	clichés…	Neshat	does	not	replace	

existing	stereotypes	with	more	“accurate”	representations;	

instead,	she	uncovers	the	multiplicity	of	possible	meanings	

embedded	in	them	(Zabel	2001).	
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Figure	31:	Women	of	Allah	series;	Black	&	White	Photography,	Shirin	Neshat,	1993–1997	

The	Hijab	and	Art	

As	previously	established,	the	life	of	Iranian	women	exists	between	

tradition	and	modernity.	The	chador	is	the	symbol	of	tradition	and	Islamic	

life	in	Iran.	Female	artists	have	used	this	seemingly	simple	dress	in	

various	ways	in	their	artwork.	This	is	to	the	extent	that	gallery	owners	

have	promoted	“Chador	Art”	—	a	name	given	to	artworks	made	using	the	

chador	in	the	years	following	the	revolution.	The	title	invokes	a	critical	

view	of	the	veil.	Chador	art	is	a	visual	demonstration	by	Iranian	women	

that	focuses	on	the	chador	as	a	marker	of	the	Iranian	female	personality	

(Amin	al	islam	2014).	

When	considering	the	different	approaches	that	artists	have	taken	in	

relation	to	the	hijab,	interesting	aspects	have	been	revealed.	Some	artists	

have	used	the	chador	as	a	symbol	of	human	sensuality.	For	example,	the	

new	generation	of	Iranian	artists	(i.e.	the	third	generation	after	the	
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revolution)	have	demonstrated	a	great	proclivity	for	using	the	chador	as	a	

symbol	of	sexuality	and	nudity	in	their	artwork	(Figure	32).	

As	Camelia	Hajghassem	stated	in	2014:	

In	the	past	few	years,	I’ve	seen	a	formula	emerge	among	

young,	unknown	artists	who	want	to	make	it	big.	They	

know	that	a	certain	type	of	work	sells	very	well	in	Arab	

countries,	in	particular	the	United	Arab	Emirates.	

Customers	there	are	fond	of	nudes,	portraits	of	naked	

women	wearing	chadors,	or	even	just	photographs	of	

Iranian	women	in	intimate	settings.	I	do	think	that	the	

artists	are	starting	to	work	on	these	themes	because	they	

were	genuinely	interested	in	them,	but	I’ve	seen	so	many	

of	them	create	such	similar	works	that	at	this	point	that	

some	of	their	work	now	looks	more	like	a	copy-paste	for	

commercial	purposes	(Hajghassem	2014).	

I	posit,	on	the	other	hand,	that	these	artists	are	selecting	this	kind	of	

subject	for	business	reasons.	It	seems	to	me	that	the	way	that	people	look	

at	a	woman	with	the	veil	is	different,	and	each	individual	looks	at	it	from	

their	own	angle.	
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Figure	32:	Chador	and	erotic	subject.	left:	A	Life,	Mostafa	Heravi,	2012.	Right:	Illustration,	Hamraz	

Bayan,	2013	

	

One	of	the	artists	to	pay	particular	attention	to	the	erotic	and	sexy	

meaning	of	the	female	body	in	his	work	is	Majeed	Benteeha.	He	uses	the	

chador,	the	female	body,	and	symbols	associated	with	Islam	in	all	of	his	

collections.	In	so	doing,	he	challenges	the	ethics	of	Islam	in	his	works	

(Moscovici	2010).	

Some	critics	have	recognised	similarities	to	American	pin-ups	in	his	work.	

This	way	of	using	the	chador	in	art	has	both	its	opponents	and	its	

proponents	(Figure	33).	The	opposition	maintains	that	these	practices	are	

simply	continuing	the	inequality	between	men	and	women.	However,	its	

supporters	have	introduced	it	as	a	return	to	the	ideal	of	feminine	beauty	

(Emadi	2008).	

This	form	of	looking	at	the	Chador	reminds	me	of	the	view	that	society	has	

of	female	prostitutes.	Many	prostitutes	in	Iran	wear	tents,	stand	on	the	

street,	and	wait	for	men	to	pick	them	up.	This	form	of	using	the	hijab	in	

the	community	originates	from	the	fact	that	prostitution	is	illegal	in	Iran.	
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Women	use	this	cover	to	avoid	being	detected	and	detained	by	

government	agents	so	that	they	can	do	their	job.	This	is	a	commonplace	

occurrence	in	Iran,	with	Nahid	Persson,	an	Iranian-Swedish	film	director,	

making	a	documentary	about	this	phenomenon	called	Prostitution	behind	

the	Veil.	Iranian	artists	use	this	semantic	dichotomy	in	tents	to	explore	

sexual	issues.	The	veil	in	these	works	becomes	the	symbol	of	a	prison	for	

women’s	bodies	but	also	a	symbol	of	sensuality	(Joseph	2007).	

	

Figure	33:	Left:	Yearning,	Majeed	Beenteha	,	2014.	Right:	Love	and	Anarchy,	Majeed	Beenteha	,	2014	

	

The	Female	Body	as	an	Art	Tool	

I	 grew	up	 in	wartime,	 in	 a	 period	dominated	by	 Sharia	 and	 Islamic	 law.	

However,	the	war	is	not	over	in	the	lives	of	women;	war	is	intertwined	with	

their	lives.	War	is	an	experience	that	leaves	a	feeling	of	insecurity.	Iranian	

women	 never	 feel	 safe,	 even	 when	 the	 war	 is	 over	 and	 life	 continues.	

Consequently,	 the	 sadness	 is	 still	 apparent	 in	 women’s	 faces	 and	 their	
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artworks.	One	artist	who	shows	the	effect	of	this	bitterness	and	sadness	in	

her	works	is	Nikoo	Tarkhani.	She	works	with	different	media	and	materials,	

such	as	painting,	photography,	installations,	video	art,	and	performance	art.	

Lucie-Smith	 (2010)	 wrote	 the	 following	 about	 Tarkhani’s	 painting	

collection:	

In	This	is	not	a	woman,	Nikoo	deals	with	the	female	body	

and	her	sometimes	fragmented,	nude	self-portraits	

powerfully	convey	her	sense	that	women	in	contemporary	

Islamic	society	are	struggling	to	piece	together	a	

contemporary	identity	(Lucie-Smith,	2010).	

In	her	performance,	Tarkhani	looks	at	the	camera	with	her	impressive	eyes	

and	damages	her	body	in	silence	without	any	pain	or	discomfort	on	her	face.	

One	 can	 perceive	 a	 silent	 scream	 in	 most	 of	 her	 artwork.	 According	 to	

Pollack	(2010):	

Nikoo,	in	her	bold	paintings,	portrays	herself	as	bald	with	

her	body	fragmented	against	a	backdrop	of	blue	tiles.	She	

says:	I	am	talking	about	the	social	conditions	that	I	have	

experienced	up	close.	I	think	of	this	nudity	as	a	feminist	cry	

in	Iranian	art	(Pollack,	2010).	

Tarkhani	uses	her	body	parts	as	a	visual	mechanism	and	creates	images	and	

videos	with	the	help	of	imagery	and	metaphorical	symbols	that	affect	the	

emotions	of	the	audience.	She	pairs	the	act	of	sewing	with	various	topics	in	

many	 of	 her	 performances.	 She	 imposes	 pain	 and	 suffering	 on	 herself	

consciously	to	show	to	her	comrades	that	she	is	a	partner	in	their	calamity.	

In	 addition,	 challenging	 both	 her	 identity	 and	 Iran’s	 social	 issues	 is	 a	

striking	aspect	that	can	be	seen	in	her	artwork.	

The	element	of	violence	in	her	performances	is	strongly	spelt	out.	Some	of	

her	 performances	 are	 associated	with	 intense	 pain	 that	 is	 not	 free	 from	
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suffering	 for	 the	 audiences.	 In	 one	 performance,	which	 she	 dedicated	 to	

acid-attack	victims,	Nikoo	sewed	her	lips	together	(Figure	34).	

Her	 paintings	 are	 full	 of	 indigenous	 Iranian	 characters.	 She	 identifies	

herself	and	other	Iranian	women	as	victims	of	tradition	symbolically,	which	

is	beautiful	in	appearance	but	with	a	destructive	and	devastating	impact	on	

modern	humanity’s	fate.	This	is	a	common	point	between	my	artworks	and	

Nikoo’s	 paintings.	 The	 contradiction	 can	 be	 seen	 in	 the	 combination	 of	

traditional	 elements	 and	 community	 day-events,	 which	 is	 a	 critique	 of	

society	and	its	traditional	stereotypes.	

From	my	point	of	view,	Iranian	women	have	been	trapped	in	a	place	in	the	

past	by	Islamic	designs	while	also	being	protected	by	them.	For	this	reason,	

the	 Tarakhani	 sometimes	 appears	 in	 her	works	 and	 displays	 herself.	 In	

other	moments,	she	retreats	and	remains	hidden	from	the	public	view.	The	

struggle	 that	 Tarakhani	 and	 I	—	 as	well	 as	many	 contemporary	 Iranian	

women	—	are	 involved	with	 reads	as	 follows:	 in	 the	 transition	between	

contemporaneity	and	tradition,	we	engage	in	the	temptation	of	self-reliance	

and	are	 caught	up	 in	self-doubt.	This	makes	our	work	closer	 in	 terms	of	

technique	and	procedure,	and	even	to	the	subject-matter	itself.	

	

Figure	34:	Song	of	Songs,	video-performance,	Nikoo	Tarkhani,	2011	
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As	Milestone	said,		

Gender	has	always	been	one	of	the	strongest	aspects	of	the	

human	notion	of	identity.	From	the	old	pre-Judeo-Christian	

ideas	of	binary	gender,	of	two	genders	determined	by	sex	

which,	for	one	reason	or	another,	are	in	constant	

opposition	and	conflict,	to	the	more	contemporary	

definitions	that	break	the	concept	into	an	entire	spectrum	

of	identities	—	it	has	always	been	something	that	people	

have	strongly	felt	about.	As	such,	it	has	also	been	an	ideal	

vehicle	for	a	multitude	of	artists	to	engage	in	discussions	

with	the	audience	via	their	works.	More	often	than	not,	

how	culture	is	perceived	and	how	it	is	created,	is	based	on	

gender,	on	the	way	that	the	artist	sees	him	or	herself	and	

feels	the	world	around	them	and	on	the	way	that	the	

audience	reacts	to	what	they’re	presented	with	—	each	

through	the	lens	of	their	own	set	of	expectations	

(Milestone	2012).	

For	all	Iranian	women	artists,	there	is	a	“corporeal	relationship”	between	

the	artworks	that	they	construct	and	the	narratives	contained	within.	

Indeed,	the	body	is	explicitly	expressed	or	implied	in	the	installations,	

paintings,	sculptures,	and	mixed	media	works	that	these	artists	have	made	

in	response	to	issues	of	gender,	religion,	society,	culture,	politics,	and	war.		

As	Stewart	wrote	in	her	book:	

(The	body)	functions	as	.	.	.	the	instrument	of	lived	

experience,	a	place	of	mediation	that	remains	irreducible	

beyond	the	already-structured	reductions	of	the	sensory,	

the	direct	relation	between	the	body	and	the	world	it	acts	

upon	(Stewart	1993).	
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Atoosa	Vahdani	is	a	female	artist	whose	works	concern	the	human	body.	

Her	project	Woman,	here	and	hereafter	depicts	the	women	around	her,	

covered	in	‘Termeh’.	At	first	glance,	each	piece	exudes	strength,	a	

confidence	that	defies	all	of	the	restrictions	and	uncertainty	of	her	

country’s	future	in	a	turbulent	world.	Caught	between	historical	doubt	and	

an	unclear	future,	this	woman	—	carrying	a	new	life	inside	her	—	depicts	

an	optimism	that	the	future	may	change	for	the	better.		

In	this	collection,	we	encounter	women	covered	with	Termeh	(an	Iranian	

hand-woven	cloth)	and	lack	the	information	to	identify	them	personally.	

The	audience	cannot	find	out	any	information	about	the	subjects	as	their	

bodies	are	buried	under	the	fabric.	

The	key	to	decrypting	this	collection,	which	is	entitled	Fabric,	is	that	in	

Iranian	culture,	dead	bodies	are	covered	with	Termeh	(Figure	35).	

The	female	body	in	painting	and	miniatures	(which	is	considered	a	form	of	

Iranian	art),	does	not	show	the	ruling	government	or	social	realities	from	

the	past	to	the	present	as	desired.	Iranian	painting	and	the	focus	on	the	

woman’s	face	over	time	has	unconsciously	affected	Iranian	society,	and	

consequently,	most	Iranian	women	see	beauty	only	in	their	face.	

In	my	opinion,	one	of	the	reasons	for	the	similarity	in	modern	artworks	

that	use	closed	frames	(i.e.	portraits)	and	focus	on	the	woman’s	face	in	

their	images	is	rooted	in	the	religious	belief	and	the	background	of	

painting	in	Iran. 
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Figure	35:	Atossa	Vahdani,	Peace	in	Persia	—	from	Woman,	here	and	hereafter,	2012	

	

When	one	is	a	woman	from	the	Middle	East,	there	is	always	an	internal	

struggle	between	being	oneself	or	being	a	good	woman.	
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This	is	because	society	teaches	from	the	outset	that	one	is	always	one	step	

behind	men.	As	a	female,	one	has	the	duty	of	being	a	good	mother,	wife,	

and	child.	A	good	woman	in	Islamic	and	traditional	society	does	not	do	

uncommon	things,	she	cannot	laugh	or	speak	aloud	in	public	places,	she	

always	obeys	the	words	of	her	father,	brother,	and	their	wives,	and	she	

follows	thousands	of	other	unwritten	laws	adopted	in	custom.	But	life	in	

the	modern	world	allows	women	to	learn	about	their	rights	and	challenge	

the	definition	of	the	“good”	traditional	woman.		

One	of	my	personally	inspirational	symbols	is	the	Barbie	doll.	In	my	

opinion,	the	Barbie	doll	is	an	ideal	image	of	a	woman’s	appearance.	Barbie	

defines	a	standard	for	the	look	and	body	of	a	woman.	As	Barbies	became	

more	popular,	feminists	fought	against	it,	contending	that	the	doll	would	

encourage	girls	to	look	at	themselves	as	a	model,	a	sex	object,	or	

housewife	(Mason	2017).	Indeed,	modern	Western	culture	and	traditional	

Islamic	culture	both	provide	a	framework	for	women	with	a	masculine	

background.	The	collection	known	as	The	Stories	(Barbie	and	a	woman’s	

memories)	represents	my	attempt	to	break	from	the	well-known	

perspectives	on	women	by	using	the	same	icons	to	rethink	their	meanings	

and	express	new	definitions	from	known	symbols.	In	these	pictures,	

Iranian	women	are	decorated	in	beautiful	frames.	They	are	captives	in	the	

world	in	which	society	is	portrayed	to	them.	The	framed	design	that	I	

applied	is	based	on	the	religious	book	page	layout	in	Iran	and	signifies	the	

strong	presence	of	religion	in	Iranian	women’s	lives.	But	outside	the	

frames	stands	the	Barbie	doll	with	a	straight	look,	breaking	down	the	

image’s	framework	both	literally	and	figuratively.	The	images	are	

repeated	across	three	screens,	and	the	viewer	can	hear	the	voice	of	an	

artist	from	the	headsets	embedded	next	to	the	screens	at	the	same	time.	

The	voice	announces	her	presence	in	short,	repetitive	sentences.	The	

sound	repeats	sentences	such	as	“women	came”,	“women	came	with	

dance”,	“women	have	a	dream”...	(Figure	36)	
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Figure	36:	The	Stories,	Winchester	art	gallery,	2019 

	

As	mentioned	in	the	first	chapter	and	based	on	my	research	of	textbooks	

in	Iran,	less	than	17%	of	the	images	and	paintings	in	schoolbooks	are	of	

women	and	girls.	According	to	Sirjani:		

Most	of	the	related	adjectives	with	men	recognize	[certain]	

fields,	some	of	which	are	in	social	and	moral	fields,	such	as	

wisdom,	hard	work,	curiosity,	bravery,	and	manliness,	

while	most	of	the	adjectives	that	describe	women	are	in	

social	and	moral	fields	such	as	kindness,	cleanliness,	

sacrifice,	etc.	The	results	of	research	show	that	the	Persian	

books	at	primary	school	and	high	school	levels	contain	

sexual	clichés	and	are	not	able	to	show	the	social	role	of	

women	and	men	through	their	content	(Sirjani	2013).	
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One	of	the	illustrations	from	my	Persian	elementary	schoolbook	is	clearly	

imprinted	on	my	memory.	It	is	a	picture	of	a	man	riding	a	horse	with	short	

sentences	next	to	the	image	that	describes	the	man	coming	in	the	rain	

with	the	horse	(Figure	37).	These	were	the	sentences	that	inspired	me	in	

my	The	Stories	series.	I	changed	and	feminised	them	in	this	installation,	

allowing	these	words	to	become	my	voice	in	expressing	my	wishes.	The	

Barbie	doll,	meanwhile,	became	a	tool	for	breaking	the	taboo	about	

women’s	bodies	in	Iranian	society.	

	

	

Figure	37:	Page	from	a	Persian	elementary	schoolbook	
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My	reason	for	using	three	screens	to	replicate	the	images	comes	from	a	

common	belief	among	Iranians	that	if	a	job	fails	twice,	it	will	end	up	being	

successful	the	third	time.	In	the	English	language,	there	is	also	such	a	

saying	about	success	at	the	third	attempt,	namely	“third	time	lucky”.	

I	used	the	repetition	of	symbols	in	my	art	to	portray	a	part	of	my	forgotten	

childhood	by	repeating	images	that	are	familiar	to	everyone	—	a	gaze	that	

often	represents	the	lack	of	women	in	the	community.	In	this	collection,	I	

used	this	particular	icon	to	show	my	childhood	dreams.		

Selling	Barbie	dolls	in	Iran	is	illegal,	as	it	is	supposedly	a	symbol	of	

modern	Western	society	and	life.	However,	despite	the	fact	that	the	doll	

has	been	criticised	by	many	Western	feminists	because	of	its	appearance,	

every	little	girl	wants	to	have	a	Barbie.	In	these	images,	I	have	merged	the	

wishes	of	today’s	women	in	the	form	of	a	Barbie	with	women’s	past	

wishes.	From	the	perspective	of	the	Iranian	government,	the	Barbie	doll	is	

seen	as	a	Western	tool	that	devalues	the	veil	in	the	minds	of	Muslim	girls	

(Mohammadi	2013).		

This	collection	is	related	to	my	biological	experience	in	the	community	

(Figure	38).	
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Figure	38:	The	Stories	(Barbie	and	a	woman’s	memories),	Sarvenaz	Sohrabi,	2018	

	

Conclusion	

What	is	noteworthy	in	this	chapter	are	the	similarities	in	the	subject	matter,	

composition,	and	even	materials	used	in	the	work	of	female	Iranian	artists.	

In	most	of	the	artworks	this	chapter	covers,	the	women’s	faces	are	covered	

and	you	cannot	see	anything.	In	other	words,	the	viewer	is	confronted	with	

the	hidden	faces	of	women.	The	female	subjects	are	usually	the	focal	points	

of	 the	 work	 and	 the	 veil	 is	 a	 common	 theme.	 The	 section	 has	 also	

highlighted	the	enormous	impact	that	political	and	social	changes	in	Iranian	

society,	 especially	 the	 revolution,	 have	 had	 on	 artistic	 production.	
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Photography	 is	 a	 popular	 technique	 in	 the	 above	 artworks.	 When	 the	

viewers	 behold	 the	 artworks	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 they	 can	 see	 a	 form	 of	

repetition.		

One	 important	 thing	 to	note	 is	 that	 the	 social	conditions	of	women	have	

changed	 after	 the	 revolution.	 Various	 political	 events	 have	 affected	

women’s	situations.	Over	the	period	of	a	decade,	Iranian	women’s	struggle	

in	 expressing	 their	 opposition	 to	 the	 traditional	 and	 religious	 beliefs	 in	

society	has	 increased.	 It	 is	 clear	 that	 the	revolution	 itself	has	not	had	an	

impact	on	the	artists’	works.	The	consequences	of	the	revolution	and	the	

Islamic	 Republic	 have	 strongly	 motivated	 artists,	 especially	 women.	

Opposition	to	the	hijab,	explorations	of	identity,	efforts	for	equal	rights,	and	

escape	from	the	dichotomy	of	daily	life	are	the	main	issues	portrayed	in	the	

artworks	discussed	above.	It	can	be	said	that	ideological	and	sociological	

factors	have	had	the	greatest	impact	on	Iranian	women	artists.	

However,	 one	 should	 not	 conclude	 that	 all	 artists	 are	 just	 followers	 and	

emulators,	and	that	their	works	are	inadequate	reflections.	It	can	be	said	

that	 Iranian	artists	have	been	more	 interested	 in	 Iranian	 identity.	Today,	

meanwhile,	 Iranian	 artists	 blend	 elements	 of	 traditional	 art	 with	

contemporary	art	and	try	to	achieve	an	independent	identity.	
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Chapter	4:	From	Inside	Out			
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Introduction	

An	examination	of	Iran’s	political,	social,	and	cultural	happenings	shows	

that	significant	social	incidents	have	both	positive	and	negative	effects	on	

the	role	of	women.	As	noted	earlier,	one	of	the	most	significant	events	in	

Iran	in	the	past	40	years	was	the	1979	Islamic	Revolution.	The	revolution	

abolished	the	monarchy	and	caused	a	rewriting	of	Iran’s	constitution	

based	on	Islamic	law.	One	of	the	first	laws	that	was	difficult	for	women	to	

accept,	particularly	educated	and	high-class	women,	was	the	compulsory	

wearing	of	the	hijab.	According	to	Moghadam,	

…when	the	first	calls	were	made	in	February	1979	to	

enforce	the	hijab	and	when	Ayatollah	Khomeini	was	

quoted	as	saying	he	preferred	to	see	women	in	modest	

Islamic	dress,	many	women	were	alarmed.	Middle-class	

leftist	and	liberal	women,	most	of	the	members	of	political	

organisations	or	recently	formed	women’s	associations,	

led	protests	and	sit-ins.	Limited	support	for	females	came	

from	the	main	political	groups.	As	a	result	of	the	women’s	

actions,	the	ruling	on	the	hijab	was	rescinded	—	but	only	

temporarily	(Moghadam	2004).	

Although	acceptance	of	the	hijab	was	hard	for	progressive	and	educated	

women,	it	gave	women	who	lived	in	traditional	and	religious	families	the	

opportunity	to	enter	society.	In	1956,	only	8	percent	of	women	were	

literate,	compared	to	22.4	percent	of	men.	This	difference	in	literacy	

continued	to	increase	until	1976	but,	according	to	statistics,	it	decreased	

again	following	the	revolution.	Based	on	figures	in	2001,	the	gap	between	

men	and	women	who	were	educated	in	Iran	reached	its	minimum,	with	89	

percent	of	the	male	population	and	80	percent	of	the	female	population	

now	literate	(Mehran	2003).	As	a	result,	women	have	entered	various	

occupational	fields,	such	as	the	arts.	
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The	Islamic	government	has	created	opportunities	for	Iranian	women,	and	

now	they	can	study	in	different	areas.	That	said,	Islamic	law	nonetheless	

makes	the	freedom	enjoyed	by	Iranian	women	and	men	respectively	

unequal.	Despite	all	of	the	restrictions	on	women	in	Islamic	society,	they	

have	managed	to	enter	different	fields,	especially	art.	One	thing	that	is	

common	among	all	Iranian	women	—	not	only	artists	—	is	that	we	have	

two	different	lives	in	Iran:	one	outdoors	and	one	indoors,	and	this	

confuses	us.	We	are	not	who	we	are.	Are	we	traditional?	Are	we	modern?	

This	life,	a	balance	between	tradition	and	modernity,	has	confused	us,	and	

with	art,	we	seek	to	find	ourselves	within	it.	

As	mentioned	in	the	first	chapter,	the	veil	has	divided	the	life	of	Iranian	

women	into	two	parts,	the	inner	and	the	outer,	and	has	changed	social	and	

personal	relations	in	Iranian	society.	This	dichotomy	in	every	Iranian	

woman’s	life	starts	from	a	very	young	age,	when	children	go	to	school	and	

girls	are	forced	to	cover	their	hair.	Their	social	behaviours	also	start	to	

form	here.		

	

One	artist	who	has	focused	on	this	topic	in	her	work	is	Gohar	Dashti,	who	

completed	her	collection	Me,	She	and	the	Others	in	2009.	Dashti	states	on	

her	website	that:	

This	project	titled	Me,	She	and	the	Others	is	a	documentary	

on	women	born	after	the	Islamic	Revolution	in	Iran.	In	this	

project,	I	have	photographed	women	in	three	situations:	at	

the	workplace,	indoors,	and	in	society.	These	women	are	

forced	to	change	their	appearance	according	to	the	social	

environment	in	order	to	be	part	of	it,	but	yet	they	still	have	

an	influential	presence	in	society	(Dashti	2009).	

By	looking	at	this	series,	one	can	understand	one	of	the	challenges	of	daily	

life	for	Iranian	women:	changing	their	appearance	according	to	the	social	
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environment.	Dashti	has	placed	women	in	front	of	the	camera	in	a	position	

that	imitates	a	mirror.	The	mirror	reflection	is	what	Iranian	women	see	

every	day	with	a	different	appearance	(Figure	39).	

	

Figure	39:	Me,	She,	and	the	Others.	Archival	pigment	print,	Gohar	Dashti.	2009.	(left	to	right:	women’s	

dress-code	at	the	workplace,	indoors,	and	in	society)	

	

I	think	that	as	an	artist,	it	is	very	important	that	one’s	work	has	a	story	

that	is	one’s	own	—	because	when	the	story	is	personal,	it	is	much	

stronger.	The	challenges	that	I	faced	were	not	only	my	own.	My	sisters,	my	

friends,	even	my	mother	and	grandmother,	have	all	had	to	encounter	

limits	placed	on	them	by	laws	or	through	a	culture	that	has	been	dictated	

to	them.	According	to	Maryam	Hashemi:	

The	hijab	is	symbolic	of	the	separation	between	the	interior	and	

exterior	worlds	that	exist	in	all	realms	of	life	in	Iran.	Indoors	and	

outdoors	are	two	extremes.	You	step	out	of	your	house	wearing	the	

hijab,	and	you	step	out	into	a	different	world	and	act	in	a	different	

way.	You	have	to	put	a	mask	on	your	face.	Once	outside,	“You	can’t	

laugh	out	loud,	you	can’t	hold	your	boyfriend’s	hand	or	even	ask	



	

	

90	

someone	on	the	street	for	directions.”	The	inside	world	is	[a]	

contrast	(Khorsandi	2006).	

In	addition,	such	events	as	revolution,	war,	and	widescale	societal	change	

have	long-term	effects	on	people’s	lives.	Thus,	35	years	after	the	Iranian	

Revolution	and	more	than	20	years	after	the	Iran–Iraq	war,	the	impact	of	

these	events	can	still	be	seen	in	Iranian	artists’	artworks.	Maryam	

Rahmanian’s	photos	explore	the	lack	of	choice	of	clothing	in	Iran.	She	

scorns	the	condition	of	women	in	her	work.	Her	audience	in	these	pictures	

is	the	morality	police	who	do	not	respect	women’s	right	to	choose	their	

dress,	and	who	identify	female	offenders	from	their	types	of	coverage	

(Figure	40).	
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Figure	40:	Defying	the	Dress	Code.	Crime:	not	wearing	socks,	feet	nail	polish.	Maryam	Rahmanian,	

2014	

Art	Made	Under	Censorship	

The	red	line	between	the	lives	of	women	in	public	and	their	lives	inside	

the	home	has	changed	over	time.	Moreover,	the	hijab	issue	has	divided	the	

lives	of	all	Iranians	into	two	parts.	Indeed,	the	hijab	is	not	just	a	physical	

issue,	but	also	affects	all	dimensions	of	Iranian	society.		

It	can	be	said	that	citizens	have	learned	to	censor	themselves	in	public.	

Female	artists	in	Iran	are	faced	with	greater	censorship	of	their	artwork	

by	the	government.	Censorship	is	a	deep	cultural	phenomenon	in	Iranian	

society.	Everyone	grows	up	under	censorship	in	Iranian	society	and	due	to	
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this	censorship,	artists	hide	their	opinions	behind	symbols.	The	primary	

function	of	this	type	of	symbolism	is	trafficking	meaning.	Symbolism	has	

created	two	distinct	parts	to	a	piece	of	art:	explicit	content	and	latent	

content.	The	aim	of	explicit	content	is	to	deceive	the	censors,	whilst	the	

hidden	(latent)	content	attempts	to	deliver	the	message	secretly	to	the	

audience	(Kazem	Zadeh	2013).	

Maryam	Hashemi,	an	artist	whose	most	current	work	focuses	on	women	

and	the	hijab,	concedes	that	

censorship	does	give	art	a	certain	“richness”.	“Because	of	

all	the	barriers,”	[Hashemi]	says,	“it	actually	makes	it	

better	...	because	you	have	to	be	clever	...	if	you	do	it	

cleverly	enough,	it’s	all	hidden,	like	a	code”	(Khorsandi	

2006).	

Hashemi	has	lived	in	England	now	for	a	few	years	and	the	theme	of	her	

work	has	changed	accordingly.	It	is	clear	in	her	works	that	now	that	she	is	

free	of	censorship,	so	too	are	the	masks	she	used	in	her	early	paintings.	

This	happened	to	me	as	an	artist	outside	of	my	home	country	and	changed	

my	mind	over	the	years	as	well.	Due	to	the	political	conditions	in	Iran,	

many	artists	—	myself	included	—	have	deliberately	concealed	our	

messages	behind	various	symbols.	Iranian	contemporary	art	is	full	of	such	

symbols,	which	include	elements	from	everyday	life.	Traditional	and	

religious	symbols	play	a	major	role	in	Iranian	art,	in	order	to	symbolically	

express	the	societal	discourse	of	today.	

When	Iranian	artists	leave	the	country,	we	are	faced	with	the	fact	that	

many	of	these	symbols	only	have	meaning	for	Iranians	and	Muslims.	As	a	

consequence,	non-Iranian	audiences	cannot	understand	and	decode	the	

artwork	easily,	and	as	an	artist,	I	must	first	remove	myself	from	the	

shadow	of	censorship	and	find	a	more	universal	and	understandable	

language	for	the	audience.	The	hijab	is	a	sample	of	symbols	in	which	
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different	messages	can	be	expressed	and	different	layers	can	be	seen.	

Indeed,	the	veil	is	one	of	the	most	powerful,	culturally	significant	symbols	

in	the	contemporary	world.		

Maryam	Hashemi	believes	that	the	use	of	the	veil	in	her	artworks	is	

nostalgic.	She	argues	that	artists	use	the	chador	as	a	form	of	psychological	

symbolism	(Figure	41).	The	hijab	is	a	symbol	that	helps	artists	to	censor	

themselves	and	hide	their	true	selves	behind	the	veil.	In	fact,	the	chador	is	

a	symbolic	tool	behind	which	artists	can	hide	prohibited	topics	

(Fereydonpour	2011)	(Figure	42).	

	

Figure	41:	Left:	Darth	in	hijab.	Right:	Only	a	puff	away,	Maryam	Hashemi,	2001–2006	
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Figure	42:	Left:	Hanging	on;	Right:	Motherships,	Maryam	Hashemi,	2011	

	

Leila	Pazooki	has	demonstrated	the	impact	of	censorship	in	Iran	through	

another	form	of	art.	In	her	collection	The	Aesthetic	of	Censorship,	she	

covered	parts	of	famous	paintings	in	black.	The	idea	came	from	the	Art	

University	Libraries	in	Iran,	which	covered	works	of	art	in	accordance	

with	Islamic	law	to	prevent	students	from	seeing	the	images	in	full	(Figure	

43).	This	is	a	problem	that	I	have	myself	experienced	in	Iran	during	the	

acquisition.	In	an	interview	with	BBC	Persian,	Pazooki	said	of	her	art:	

Aesthetic	censorship	is	the	aesthetic	that	we	grew	up	with.	

We	have	learned	how	to	create	beauty	within	our	

limitations.	The	moment	that	they	grab	a	picture	from	me,	

my	dream	begins.	The	things	that	I	can	see	from	the	

picture	are	even	deeper	than	the	reality	of	the	image	

(Yousefi	2014).	
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Figure	43:	An	example	of	censorship	in	art	books	in	Iran.	

	

Censorship	and	covering	the	female	body	is	certainly	one	of	the	Iranian	

government’s	main	concerns,	and	this	censorship	means	ignoring	the	

existence	of	women	in	society.	

Can	we	imagine	a	society	without	women?	Is	it	possible	to	consider	a	

human	without	organs?		

Removing	the	role	of	the	female	body	in	art	is	the	elimination	of	areas	that	

have	confused	and	imbalanced	the	artist	in	the	creation	of	their	work.	I	
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think	censorship	in	art	is	the	source	of	the	lack	of	equality	between	men	

and	women	in	society.	

In	Pazooki’s	collection,	the	audience’s	attention	is	drawn	to	the	bitter	look	

of	a	female	artist	who	has	attempted	to	create	art	when	her	tools	are	

limited	(Figure	44).	

	

Figure	44:	The	Aesthetic	of	Censorship,	Leila	Pazooki,	2009	

	

In	recent	years,	as	mentioned	earlier,	the	primary	focus	of	female	Iranian	

artwork	is	the	female	identity.	Females	as	objects	in	different	social	

positions	—	educated	women,	middle-class	women,	and	rural	women	—	

have	become	the	subject	matter	of	artwork	through	the	development	of	a	

critical	language,	in	addition	to	social	and	metaphorical	approaches.	These	

artists	depict	the	impact	of	the	dominance	of	the	environment	in	the	form	

of	female	limitations,	especially	in	relation	to	family	and	society.	Most	of	

the	artists	depict	frustration,	isolation,	and	the	erasure	of	female	spaces.	
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Their	works	reflect	an	emphasis	on	sexual	relations,	the	degradation	of	

women,	and	the	underestimation	of	female	needs.	

Art	Between	Public	and	Private	Spaces	

I	seek	to	demonstrate	how	it	is	possible	that	compulsory	veiling	

dichotomises	all	aspects	of	life	in	a	community.	I	want	to	demonstrate	the	

reality	of	the	contemporary	life	of	Iranian	women	without	demonising	

them	or	putting	forward	false	representations.	An	Iranian	woman	in	the	

house	has	an	entirely	different	appearance	and	behaviour	to	an	Iranian	

woman	in	public.	

As	mentioned	in	the	previous	chapters,	women	live	outside	and	inside	the	

house	in	two	entirely	different	ways.	This	contradiction,	over	time,	affects	

women’s	morale.	Some	women	deal	with	this	contradiction,	while	others	

no	longer	accept	this	difference	and	as	a	result	are	always	in	a	conflicted	

state.	In	the	next	project	of	mine,	Banoonameh,	I	tried	to	look	at	the	

subject	from	my	own	point	of	view.	

Excluding	women	from	the	public	sphere	is	justified	by	the	core	idea	that	

the	presence	of	women	is	destructive	and	seductive	to	men. This	leads	to	

feelings	of	deprivation,	which	may	seem	simple	at	first	glance	but	affects	

different	aspects	of	women’s	lives.	An	example	of	this	deprivation	in	

public	spaces	for	women	is	the	prohibition	of	swimming	in	most	coastal	

areas	of	Iran	for	women,	either	alone	or	with	family	members.	They	can	

only	swim	on	the	Iranian	coast	if	they	enter	women’s	beaches.	

Waterfronts	for	women	are	part	of	the	coastline	but	are	covered	on	four	

sides	by	walls	that	have	no	view	outside.	These	bans	have	often	made	

women	at	the	seaside	mere	spectators,	watching	men	swim.	In	some	

cases,	some	women,	with	great	difficulty,	enter	the	water	with	a	full	veil.	

This	is	a	bitter	memory	that	most	Iranian	women	have	experienced	

(Figure	45).	
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Figure	45:	Watching	men	swim	at	the	seaside	in	northern	Iran		

	

Banoonameh	explores	the	tedious	repetition,	limitations,	discipline	in	

family	life,	and	restrictions	in	modern	Iran	—	especially	for	women.	It	also	

shows	the	duality	that	exists	between	the	social	persona	of	people	and	

their	real	selves	(Figure	47).	

This	project	was	based	on	Iranian	miniatures.	A	miniature	is	an	innate	

part	of	Iranian	culture,	and	is	a	metaphorical	language	that	Iranian	visual	

artists	use	today	to	discuss	what	is	forbidden	without	being	censored.	This	

is	part	of	my	personality	and	culture.	Miniature	painting	has	many	unique	

features,	and	I	use	it	in	several	of	my	artworks.	

One	of	the	features	of	miniatures	is	their	flattened	perspective.	In	Iranian	

paintings,	three-dimensional	space	and	one-dimensional	perspective	do	

not	exist	(Goudarzi	2017).	I	used	this	feature	to	show	the	two	distinct	

parts	of	women’s	lives.	In	this	series,	as	I	came	closer	to	the	spirit	of	the	

home,	I	depicted	the	interior	and	exterior	of	a	woman’s	life.	The	form	of	a	

woman’s	life	inside	the	home	is	not	accepted	outside	of	it.	
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One	painter	who	uses	this	style	of	old	Persian	painting	in	his	works	is	

Aydin	Aghdashloo.	The	impact	of	classical	Persian	paintings	on	Aydin	

Aghdashloo’s	works	is	clear.	He	uses	traditional	Persian	miniatures	as	part	

of	his	contemporary	artistic	practices.	Aghdashloo	has	mastered	the	

techniques	of	European	and	Persian	painting	styles,	as	well	as	their	

respective	histories	(Figure	46).	His	own	style,	which	integrates	both	of	

these	traditions,	is	extremely	specific	in	recreating	and	then	deliberately	

damaging	the	work	(Saadi-Nejad	2009).	

	

Figure	46:	Falling	Angels	III,	Aydin	Aghdashloo,	1993	

	

The	way	that	I	used	miniatures	in	this	project	was	not	the	same	as	

Aghdashloo,	as	my	work	is	not	detailed	like	a	traditional	painting.	We	are	

instead	faced	with	a	simplified	and	modern	form	of	the	old	miniatures.	I	
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create	pictures	with	powerful	and	sharp	colours	and	the	body	of	female	

superheroes	with	traditional	Iranian	women’s	faces.	I	try	to	use	the	

miniature	features	to	show	women’s	life	in	Iran.		

This	collection	is	a	combination	of	different	things	and	reflects	my	view	of	

women	and	their	situation	in	society.	In	it,	I	aim	to	highlight	the	reality	of	

Iranian	society	and	women’s	cultural	identity.	These	pictures	show	the	

two	opposing	sides	of	women’s	lives	and	their	mandatory	restrictions	

(Figure	47).	

	

	

Figure	47:Banoonameh,	Sarvenaz	Sohrabi,	2018	
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The	whole	idea	of	these	artworks	concerns	women’s	freedom	in	Iranian	

society.	I	use	collage	and	painting	to	construct	new	images	that	represent	

women’s	social	inequality	in	Iran.	This	technique	gives	me	freedom	of	

composition	and	creates	space,	enabling	me	to	present	my	inner	

experiences	as	well	as	my	understanding	of	the	world	in	which	I	live.	The	

images	are	randomly	placed	between	the	pages	of	the	book,	which	the	

spectator	then	encounters	as	they	turn	the	pages.	It	is	a	symbol	of	the	

disappearance	and	neglect	of	women’s	rights	in	society.	The	book	is	set	in	

a	dark	tiny	space	that	is	separated	from	the	outer	area	—	much	like	the	

dark	and	unknown	image	of	Iran	held	by	most	other	nations	(Figure	48).	

	

Figure	48:	Banoonameh,	Sarvenaz	Sohrabi,	2018	
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Some	senior	ayatollahs	in	Iran	forbid	the	female	voice;	the	Ministry	of	

Culture	and	Islamic	Guidance	argues	that	an	album	with	female	voices	

may	be	provocative	for	some	men.	Therefore,	it	is	better	that	albums	

featuring	women’s	voices	are	not	permitted.	The	freedom	for	women	to	

sing	is	something	that	women	have	been	fighting	for	over	the	years	

following	the	revolution.		

Newsha	Tavakolian	has	addressed	this	issue	in	the	photo	and	video	art	

collection	Listen.	Tavakolian	mostly	focuses	on	issues	related	to	women,	

and	Listen	depicts	one	of	the	problems	faced	by	women	in	Iran:	the	

treatment	of	female	singers.	As	Tavakolian	states:	

The	project	Listen	focuses	on	female	singers	who	are	not	

allowed	to	perform	solo	or	produce	CDs	due	to	Islamic	

regulations	in	effect	since	the	1979	revolution.	The	photos	

were	taken	of	professional	female	singers	performing,	in	

their	mind,	in	front	of	a	large	audience,	when	in	reality,	the	

scene	was	taking	place	in	a	small	private	room	in	

downtown	Tehran.	Subsequently,	I	made	a	dream	cover	

CD	for	each	of	the	women,	which	was	my	own	

interpretation	of	society	and	their	experiences.	However,	

the	CD	cases	will,	for	now,	remain	empty	(Tavakolian	

2011).	

Born	in	1981	in	Iran,	Newsha	Tavakolian	is	a	self-taught	photographer.	

She	started	as	a	photojournalist	when	she	was	16	years	old.	Since	2002,	

Tavakolian’s	photos	have	been	published	in	prestigious	international	

journals,	such	as	Time,	The	New	York	Times,	Stern,	Le	Figaro,	and	other	

American	and	European	publications	(Tavakolian	no	date).	In	Listen,	we	

can	see	female	singers	as	they	imagine	themselves	on	stage	in	front	of	

their	fans.	However,	all	of	the	photos	are	taken	in	a	small	studio.	

Tavakolian	aims	to	liberate	these	women	from	the	ban	they	face	through	

such	imagined	scenes.	
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In	this	video	and	in	these	images,	we	face	closed	frames,	which,	despite	

the	background	glamour,	still	do	not	transmit	any	sense	of	joy	to	the	

viewer.	The	performers’	cold	looks	and	closed	eyes	in	the	images	show	a	

generation	of	women	who	should	be	happy	to	have	a	talent	like	singing	

but	who	cannot	make	use	of	this	skill	(Figure	49).	

Unfortunately,	the	clerics	who	drive	Iranian	governmental	policy	do	not	

accept	women’s	happiness.	Indeed,	women	are	often	treated	violently	

when	displaying	happiness	in	public	places.	

	

Figure	49:	Listen.	Video	art	&	Photography,	Newsha	Tavakolian,	2011	

		

The title of my final project is Dancing	in	Silence	—	a	video	based	on	the	

limitations	that	Iranian	women	face	in	society.	In	this	series,	I	face	my	dual	
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personality,	the	duality	that	originates	from	my	life	in	Iran.	As	I	moved	to	

England,	these	contradictions	became	clearer	to	me.	I	was	known	in	the	

family	as	a	happy	woman	who	loved	music	and	dance	but	I	was	a	quiet	girl	

in	the	community.	

Immigration	has	given	me	the	opportunity	to	bring	these	two	different	

aspects	of	inner	and	outer	behaviour	together,	and	keep	me	away	from	

feeling	this	duality.	Hence,	this	video	installation	is	the	story	of	women’s	

duality	in	Iran.	

One	of	the	first	modern	technologies	to	influence	people’s	lives	and	art	

was	television.	The	pathway	to	the	social	space	that	exists	in	all	of	us	

today	was	initiated	by	television.	Television	was	a	successful	medium	in	

creating	a	sort	of	virtual	interpersonal	world	with	the	spectator,	and	was	

one	of	the	most	influential	technologies	in	art	in	the	1960s.	The	TV	screen	

for	these	artists	was	a	combination	of	photographic	frames,	painting	

canvasses,	and	sculptural	installations	that	engendered	new	ways	of	

working	with	television	technologies.	Briefly,	they	found	a	new	medium	

and	owned	it	(Glueck	1986).		

Artists	 used	 subject	 matter	 from	 the	 TV;	 they	 found	 vision	 in	 the	 light,	

colour,	and	pixelation	of	the	TV	screen,	and	some	even	worked	directly	with	

television	 consoles,	 both	 as	 a	 form	 of	 decoration	 and	 expression.	

Contemporary	artists	were	the	main	group	to	use	the	TV	media	to	create	

artworks.	Television	became	the	dominant	form	of	media	in	America	and	

as	pop	artists	were	inspired	by	people’s	daily	lives,	signs	of	new	technology	

were	clearly	evident	in	their	work.	

The	invention	of	new	media	has	created	new	communication	methods	for	

the	interaction	between	art	and	culture.	The	power	of	the	media’s	influence	

on	art	and	on	the	audience	is	strong,	and	artists	often	use	art	and	the	media	

to	express	their	political,	social,	and	cultural	ideas.	
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There	are	many	different	factors	that	make	up	Iranian	culture	today.	Mass	

media	 is	 the	present	creative	 force	behind	our	culture	today.	 Indeed,	 the	

relationship	 between	 the	 media,	 advertising,	 and	 the	 formation	 of	

normative	cultural	values	is	largely	responsible	for	our	culture	today.	

Video	art	emerged	from	the	fight	against	television	systems,	representing	

the	power	and	influence	of	the	media	through	improvisation.	In	this	way,	

what	would	have	seemed	so	fleeting	to	the	artist	became	repetitive	and	

permanent	(Lucie-Smith	1999).	Video	is	a	medium	that	is	firmly	rooted	in	

the	cultural,	political,	and	artistic	events	of	the	20th	century.	Feminists	in	

particular	have	used	video	as	a	means	of	exploring	positions	related	to	

their	bodies,	experiences,	and	identities.	Through	video,	they	could	record	

their	images	directly	and	honestly,	usually	standing	alone	in	front	of	a	

camera	that	was	not	moving	and	expressing	their	wishes.	

In	this	series,	I	used	video	art	to	describe	how	I	feel	about	women’s	situation	

in	Iranian	society	(Figure	50)	by	searching	for	my	identity	and	expressing	

the	dualities	that	are	rooted	in	me.	

One	of	the	works	of	video	art	that	had	a	big	impact	on	me	was	I'm	not	the	

girl	who	misses	much,	made	by	Pipilotti	Rist	during	her	study	at	the	School	

of	Design.	In	this	video,	which	refers	to	her	childhood,	Rist	says,		

In	my	village	in	Switzerland	I	had	a	small	window	in	the	

art	world	through	the	mass	media;	through	John	

Lennon/Yoko	Ono	I	moved	from	pop	music	to	

contemporary	art.	In	return,	I	will	always	be	grateful	to	

popular	culture(Rist,	no	date).	
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Figure	50:	Dancing	in	Silence,	Sarvenaz	Sohrabi,	2019	

	

Dance	and	rhythmic	movements	have	always	been	one	of	the	forms	of	

presenting	the	female	body.	In	fact,	some	female	artists	have	challenged	

the	presuppositions	and	patriarchal	views	of	such	a	position	by	freely	

displaying	their	bodies	and	dancing	in	front	of	the	camera.	

The	lack	experienced	by	women	in	society	is	often	represented	by	their	

gaze.	The	gaze	marks	women’s	search	for	their	identity	—	the	identity	that	

the	patriarchal	world	has	taken	from	them	and	that	they	seek	to	discover.	

With	this	gaze,	they	also	search	for	their	target	audience.	

One	thing	that	brought	video	art	to	my	attention	is	the	fact	that	the	artist	

is	seen	as	part	of	the	work.	An	essential	feature	of	the	video	and	the	

performance	is	the	artist’s	presence	inside	the	work.	In	this	context,	the	

art	finds	meaning	through	the	physical	appearance	of	the	artist.		

Rist	is	an	artist	who	in	terms	of	the	gender	identity	issue	has	affected	my	

own	artworks.	In	her	video	art,	feminine	elements,	camera,	colour,	and	

space	have	special	significance.	
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In	her	video	piece	called	Be	Nice	To	Me,	the	camera	is	like	a	mirror	for	her.		

She	has	smashed	and	rubbed	her	face	—	which	is	full	of	makeup	—	into	a	

glass	window,	and	at	the	end	of	the	video,	her	face	is	ugly	and	striking	

(Figure	51).	

	

Figure	51:Be	nice	to	me,	Pipilotti	Rist,	2008	

	

In	Dancing	in	Silence,	I	try	to	avoid	the	issue	of	sexual	identity	by	using	

such	elements	as	colour	and	dance,	and	by	moving	the	subject	from	one	

place	to	another.	

In	my	piece,	I	create	two	images	from	two	different	contexts	and	use	social	

space	to	express	the	contrasts	in	freedom	from	the	perspective	of	society	

and	a	woman’s	mind	(Figure	52).	

In	this	video,	elements	such	as	colour,	the	imagination,	and	space	are	

brought	together	to	portray	the	prisoner	that	society	made	me	as	a	

woman	—	a	prisoner	who	once	may	have	restricted	me	but	who	could	not	
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control	my	mind,	and	so,	in	the	video,	I	look	to	the	future	and	my	hopes	

and	dreams.	

	

Figure	52:	Dancing	in	Silence,	Winchester	art	gallery,	2019	

Conclusion	

This	chapter	has	focused	on	women’s	identity	indoors	and	outdoors,	and	I	

explore	the	relation	of	my	own	works	to	the	video	art	movement.	The	

daily	life	of	women	in	Iran	is	one	of	the	main	issues	that	I	have	sought	to	

address	in	most	of	my	artworks.	I	try	to	show	the	requests	and	wishes	of	

Iranian	women	—	whose	society,	because	of	its	religious	and	traditional	

rules,	denies	them	those	aspirations.	And	in	this	way,	contemporary	art	

has	helped	me	to	represent	my	concerns	visually.			
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Chapter	5:	Conclusion	
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This	thesis	has	explored	issues	relating	to	the	status	of	women	in	

contemporary	Iran,	particularly	taking	note	of	the	difference	between	the	

public	and	private	spheres.	The	investigation	has	been	undertaken	

through	my	own	art	practices,	in	which	I	present	myself	explicitly	as	a	

female	Iranian	artist.	I	situate	myself	as	being	both	inside	Iran	—	in	that	I	

still	consider	the	country	my	home,	which	is	also	the	location	from	which	I	

draw	my	inspiration	and	influences	—	and	yet	also	outside	of	Iran,	as	

much	of	my	work	has	been	created	in	the	UK,	and	specifically	within	the	

context	of	my	British	postgraduate	education.	Through	“practice	

research”,	I	have	produced	a	new	body	of	work	which	itself	questions	

aspects	of	artistic	practice	and	its	own	conditions	of	making.	It	has	also	

allowed	for	an	investigation	of	the	role	and	output	of	a	range	of	other	

female	artists,	particularly	those	working	broadly	within	the	same	cultural	

and	historical	context	as	me.		

Following	the	1979	Revolution	in	Iran,	the	lives	of	Iranian	women	

changed	dramatically,	as	has	been	traced	in	various	ways	in	this	thesis.	

They	came	to	have	to	accept	different	forms	of	life,	with	their	lives	divided	

between	public	and	private	settings.	In	public,	there	remain	distinct	codes,	

conventions,	and	laws	that	must	be	respected,	whereas	in	private,	women	

can	stylise	their	lives	in	much	broader	ways.	While	seeking	to	comment	

socially	on	these	forms	of	life,	they	equally	form	the	background	to	my	

own	experiences	and	underlie	the	framing	and	choices	I	make	in	my	

creative	practices.	Thus,	as	an	Iranian	woman	who	grew	up	in	Iran,	but	

who,	as	an	artist,	has	tended	to	work	outside	of	Iran,	I	find	myself	offering	

a	split	view	on	the	Islamic	rules	and	political	circumstances	—	of	which	

gender	inequality	and	discrimination	are	notable	features	—	in	Iran.	I	am	

certainly	not	alone	in	this	situation.	Reviewing	the	works	of	Iranian	artists,	
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especially	female	artists,	the	notable	common	themes	include	the	veil,	

censorship,	and	freedom	of	expression.	In	studying	the	artworks	of	female	

Iranian	artists	specifically,	I	find	a	number	of	similarities	in	topic	matter,	

compositional	aspects,	and	choice	of	media	and	techniques.	Women’s	

faces	are	frequently	hidden,	whether	shielded	or	removed	in	some	

fashion.	This	stands	in	contrast	to	many	other	visual	artistic	creations	

(particularly	in	the	West),	in	which	—	at	least	in	figurative	and	realist	art	

—	the	viewer	is	often	‘faced’	with	much	more	direct	expressions	of	

women	and	femininity.	It	is	noticeable	that	photomontage	and	mixed-

media	techniques	are	predominantly	used	by	female	artists	in	Iran.	When	

we	look	across	the	various	contemporary	artworks,	we	can	start	to	notice	

many	relatable	elements	and	even	forms	of	repetition.		

The	important	point	remains	that	the	social	conditions	of	women	changed	

greatly	before	and	after	the	Revolution.	Over	the	period	of	a	decade,	

women’s	efforts	to	express	their	opposition	to	the	traditional	and	religious	

beliefs	about	women	within	society	have	increased.	It	is	not	so	much	the	

Revolution	itself	that	influenced	artists,	but	its	lasting	effect	through	the	

Islamic	state’s	strong	impact	on	artists,	particularly	women;	this	impact	

can	be	felt	in	terms	of	(1)	what	is	possible	for	one	to	represent	(as	a	

restraint,	e.g.	censorship),	and	(2)	what	becomes	necessary	to	re-present	

(i.e.	being	a	catalyst	for	opposition).	The	underlying	issues	evident	in	

Iranian	women’s	artworks	are	the	opposition	to	the	hijab,	the	search	for	

identity,	the	attempt	to	receive	equal	rights,	and	the	escape	from	the	

public/private	dichotomy	of	daily	life.	Crucially,	then,	female	artists	

working	within	the	context	of	Iran	(whether	from	inside	or	as	Iranian	

‘subjects’	outside	of	the	country),	are	generally	producing	works	today	

that	are	quite	explicitly	ideological	and/or	sociological	—	it	is	these	

domains	of	thought	and	inquiry	that	can	be	seen	to	have	the	most	visible	

impact	on	cultural	production.	In	other	words,	it	can	be	said	that	Iranian	

artists	—	certainly	as	captured	by	a	certain	discourse	of	contemporary	art	

and	its	associated	art	market	—	have	tended	to	be	involved	in	examining	
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questions	of	Iranian	identity	as	a	means	of	both	drawing	upon	and	

challenging	tradition.	In	this	sense,	Iranian	artists	are	all	too	frequently	

trapped	by	critical	questions	of	their	own	Iranianness.	Artists,	then,	tend	

to	combine	elements	of	traditional	art	with	contemporary	art	as	a	means	

to	investigate	and	achieve	independence	within	their	work.	This	is	

undoubtedly	something	that	I	have	been	grappling	with	in	my	own	artistic	

practices,	as	explored	through	this	thesis.	Compositionally,	one	of	the	

outcomes	we	see	in	Iranian	artists,	as	a	form	of	artistic	expression,	is	a	

certain	modern	aesthetic,	which	readily	combines	old	and	new	symbolism.	

Iranian	modern	art	can	offer	the	popular,	historical,	critical,	exciting,	and	

surreal,	as	rooted	in	(though	potentially	also	critical	of)	idioms,	stories,	

beliefs,	and	folk	creations.	One	of	the	difficulties	for	the	modern	artist	is	

whether	they	are	simply	‘complicit’	in	the	perpetuation	of	the	culture	of	

their	day	or	nonetheless	critical	of	it	—	or	somehow	both	at	the	same	

time.	The	ability	for	artists	to	show	culture	very	directly	and	yet	not	reveal	

the	full	extent	of	its	critique	is	of	real	benefit.	I	have	been	able	to	

understand	how	my	own	work	has	progressed	in	this	way.	I	began	my	

research,	for	example,	still	producing	work	that	operated	within	the	

typical	imagery	of	veils	and	binary	symbolism.	However,	as	I	began	to	

place	my	work	within	this	problematic	of	the	feminist	idiom,	it	has	been	

possible	to	reflect	more	critically	upon	my	practices.		

However,	what	has	emerged	in	my	work	is	not	a	break	with	the	modern	

aesthetic	but	a	further,	critical	‘inhabitation’	within	it.	In	Fredric	Jameson’s	

well-known	volume,	Postmodernism,	he	writes	of	two	different	strategies	

for	undermining	the	deathlessness	of	postmodernism.	The	first	strategy	is	

to	adhere	to	the	very	“postmodern	political	aesthetic”	that	one	wishes	to	

confront.	Such	a	counter-aesthetic	“would	confront	the	structure	of	image	

society	as	such	head-on	and	undermine	it	from	within”.	This	can	be	

understood	as	the	means	by	which	my	work	now	operates.	Jameson	terms	

this	a	“homeopathic	strategy	...	undermining	the	image	by	way	of	the	

image	itself,	and	planning	the	implosion	of	the	logic	of	the	simulacrum	by	
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dint	of	ever	greater	doses	of	simulacra”	(Jameson	1991).	Interestingly,	

Warhol	is	a	clear	point	of	reference	for	Jameson.	I	could	argue	that	the	

same	techniques	Warhol	used	to	challenge	the	culture	in	which	he	was	

living,	which	involved	using	the	visual	material	of	that	culture	itself,	is	the	

strategy	I	myself	employ.	However,	this	operates	not	simply	on	the	level	of	

cultural	symbolism,	but	also	in	the	interrogation	of	how,	artistically,	such	

symbolism	is	used	by	other	artists.	That	is	to	say,	there	is	a	double	

engagement	—	firstly	with	the	popular	cultural	symbolism,	and	secondly	

with	the	re-use	and	‘pop	aesthetic’	itself.	In	both	cases,	the	problem	

persists	that	the	remedy	can	soon	become	its	own	malady.	In	other	words,	

we	cannot	help	but	look	only	to	the	symbolism	and	the	‘sameness’	of	the	

pop	aesthetic	that	I	am	otherwise	seeking	to	challenge.	This	is	always	a	

risk,	and	perhaps	in	part	is	only	overcome	by	simply	continuing	to	make	

new	work,	to	maintain	a	practice	that	renews	the	works	alongside	an	

ever-renewing	cultural	life.			

The	alternative	is	perhaps	Jameson’s	second	and	seemingly	‘more	

modernist	strategy’	of	cognitive	mapping.	This	approach	generally	adopts	

a	more	pedagogical	or	didactic	approach,	and	is	more	explicit	and	

‘informative’	about	raising	social	and	political	consciousness.	For	Jameson,	

cognitive	mapping	is	supposed	to	navigate	the	unsystematic	conditions	of	

postmodernism	by	staying	within	its	“logic”,	looking	for	a	“breakthrough	

to	some	as-yet	unimaginable	new	mode	of	representing	...	in	which	we	

may	again	begin	to	grasp	our	positioning	as	individual	and	collective	

subjects”	(Jameson	1991:	54).	Writing	back	in	the	1980s,	we	could	argue	

this	approach	has	never	really	been	realised.	This	is	partly	due	to	the	fact	

that	postmodernism	offered	us	multiple	points	of	view	and	historical	

relativism,	making	it	difficult	(if	not	impossible)	for	there	to	be	anything	

‘new’,	or	re-sized,	re-purposed,	or	reframed.	Certainly,	in	the	context	of	

Iran,	in	which	the	production	of	the	‘new’	(or	new	modes	of	

representation,	of	new	subjective	positions)	is	heavily	policed	and	
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manipulated,	it	would	seem	likely	that	only	a	homeopathic	strategy	

remains	open	to	the	artist.		

As	noted,	part	of	my	approach	in	the	new	work	produced	for	this	thesis	

has	been	the	re-use	of	Western	art	itself.	The	influence	of	modern	art	on	

contemporary	Iranian	art	has	largely	come	from	copying	the	Western	

form	itself.	Artists	in	Iran	have	used	strong	colours,	advertising	images,	

city	views,	and	cartoon	characters	that	all	can	be	said	to	take	inspiration	

from	Pop	Art.	In	my	work,	in	order	to	perform	Iranian	“pop”,	the	approach	

has	been	to	find	ways	to	exhibit	patterns	of	life	of	Iranian	people.	Of	

course,	it	has	not	meant	simply	inserting	Persian	letters	or	using	images	of	

national	heroes	in	artworks.	Importantly,	my	interest	has	not	been	a	

‘meta’	focus	on	pop	aesthetics,	but	rather,	specifically,	I	have	sought	to	

find	ways	to	represent	the	plight	of	Iranian	women,	to	focus	on	the	

problems	that	I	too	have	encountered	personally	during	my	life	in	Iran.	

Nonetheless,	I	have	embraced	pop	as	a	technique	for	drawing	together	

elements.	My	main	concern,	for	example,	has	been	to	portray	and	explore	

contradictions	of	the	interior	and	exterior	spaces	for	women	in	Iran.	The	

biggest	challenge	in	the	body	of	work	produced	has	been	achieving	some	

kind	of	common	language,	one	that	can	be	‘read’	from	both	a	non-Iranian	

and	Iranian	perspective.	In	this	respect,	the	modern	aesthetic	does	offer	

some	genuine	opportunities,	not	least	in	the	sense	of	providing	a	very	

immediate	language,	using	quotidian	cultural	forms	that	seem	relatable,	

even	if	not	directly	encountered	in	one’s	own	life.	Thus,	the	modern	

aesthetic	has	been	an	approach	of	mine	to	the	symbols	and	signs	of	daily	

life	for	Iranian	women.		

As	noted,	my	background	as	an	artist	is	one	in	which	the	artist	generally	

must	try	to	conceal	the	concepts	behind	symbols	for	fear	of	censorship	(or	

worse).	As	a	result,	the	artist	uses	the	language	of	metaphors	—	

sometimes	to	the	point	of	obscurity	—	to	prevent	government	agencies	

from	picking	up	and	decoding	the	artworks’	true	messages.	Such	art	is	a	
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method	of	practical	activism	and	opposition.	My	greatest	challenge	in	the	

works	I	have	produced	has	been	to	both	critically	respond	to	this	use	of	

pop	art	and	to	present	art	through	this	same	form;	added	to	which,	of	

course,	is	the	underlying	assumption	that	I	must	create	work	that	is	clear	

to	the	Western	viewer,	to	help	them	understand	and	recognise	Iran.		

My	use	of	mixed	media,	photomontage,	and	video	art	are	all	part	of	a	

means	of	presenting	a	picture	of	women’s	life	in	Iran	—	pictures	of	

modern	Iranian	women	who	still	have	to	live	up	to	society’s	unequal	laws.	

Thus,	through	my	artistic	practices,	I	have	tried	to	bring	experiences	and	

knowledge	to	the	forefront	of	my	work.	Arguably,	this	then	leans	towards	

Jameson’s	second	strategy	of	‘cognitive	mapping’.	Indeed,	I	have	

attempted	to	utilise	my	artistic	practices	as	a	tool	for	studying	the	role	of	

contemporary	art	(specifically	pop	art)	in	order	to	help	open	up	

discussion	and	understandings	of	Iranian	women’s	lives.	My	artworks	

have	enabled	me	to	gain	insight	into	two	key	areas:	considering	how	to	

depict	the	lives	of	women	inside	and	outside	of	the	home;	and	considering	

how	my	work	influences	changes	within	the	current	social,	political,	and	

religious	context	of	Iran.	Through	my	research,	I	have	become	more	aware	

of	how	I	engage	with	my	country,	and	how	I	understand	women’s	rights	in	

both	Iran	and	the	United	Kingdom	(where	I	currently	live	and	work,	and	

which	inevitably	influences	my	views).	Concurrently,	I	am	also	considered	

in	terms	of	the	process	and	effect	of	how	the	observer	engages	with	my	

work.	It	became	clear	to	me	that	through	the	lens	of	contemporary	art,	I	

can	open	up	opportunities	to	reflect	on	my	own	life	experiences	and	those	

of	others.	Crucially,	I	express	my	views	and	vision	through	my	artworks,	

through	re-purposing	masculine	Islamic	iconography	and	traditional	fine	

art	practices	as	a	means	of	(re-)presenting	the	female	Iranian	perspective.	

This	practical	research	has	provided	me	with	an	excellent	foundation	for	

my	future	work.	Indeed,	as	an	artist,	I	hope	to	be	able	to	utilise	the	‘free	

space’	of	art	practice	to	continue	to	create	works	that	will	positively	

impact	both	social	change	and	the	advancement	of	women’s	rights	in	Iran.	
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