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ABSTRACT 
 

In my dissertation I address a gap in scholarship on contemporary Iranian women by 

using a selection of artworks as the lens through which to explore the gendered 

experience of exile and diaspora. More specifically, I examine the embodiment of 

personal and political space since the 1979 revolution as depicted by a selection of 

contemporary Iranian women artists some of whom live and work in the United States, 

others in Iran.  Narratives embedded in their work examined in this project, provide a 

lens through which to view women’s particular experiences inside and outside post 

revolutionary Iran.  Some artist’s works can be interpreted as descriptive of aspects of 

women’s legal status in Iran; while others demonstrate the feelings of post revolution 

estrangement (ghorbat) and internalized exile through their portrayals of the related 

issues of veiling and women’s cultural memory, as well as their private presence and 

public absence. Although engaging in a close reading of the art itself, I also draw from 

Iranian women’s literature including memoirs, poetry, and scholarly works.  The primary 

artists whose works I discuss include Haleh Niazmand, Taraneh Hemami, Kendal 

Kennedy and Shirin Neshat (U.S.) and Minoo Asaadi, Samila Amir-Ebrihimi, and Shirin 

Etehadieh (Iran).  Additional artists included in this dissertation are Kendal Kennedy, 

Sonia Balassanian and Shirin Neshat (U.S.).  The poet whose work frames the issues in 

each chapter is Persis Karim.    
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CHAPTER ONE 
Introduction / Embodied Ghorbat: Eating Sorrow 

While there are many artists who might have been included in this study, I limited 

my selection to nine contemporary Iranian and Iranian-American women artists in order 

to do an in-depth examination of their art production and the ways they address issues 

related to exile depicted in a selection of their works.  I chose Haleh Niazmand, Taraneh 

Hemami, Kendal Kennedy, Sonia Balassanian, and Shirin Neshat, Iranian women artists 

living in the United States; Minoo Asaadi, Samila Amir-Ebrahimi, Soumaya Saikali, and 

Maryam Agha, Iranian women artists living inside Iran.  These artists were chosen for the 

following reasons: accessibility to each artist in the United States or in Iran, the position 

each holds in relation to the history of modern art in Iran and Iranian exile art in America 

as these pertain to women in the arts and the metaphors embedded in their artistic 

narratives.1 With the exception of Sonia Balassanian, who kindly communicated with me 

and was generous in answering my questions through written correspondence, and who 

sent me images as well as reviews of her exhibitions, I personally met with each of the 

artists and saw the progression of their works-in-progress over a period of several years.  

 
1 Soumaya Saikali, Personal interview, January 2001. Prior to the revolution, Saikali was the art critic for 
the Kayhan Newspaper in Tehran.  Observing that women’s visibility in art production in Iran is relatively 
new Saikali states “With few exceptions, such as Bejat Sadr, women had limited opportunity to exhibit 
their works in the public domain.  Rather, some held exhibitions in the privacy of their homes.” Ali Sadr, 
Personal interview, January 2001. Sadr, who is the brother Bejat Sadr, observes that those women who I 
identify as the first generation of contemporary Iranian women artists became active in the mid to late 
1960s, at approximately the same time as Bejat Sadr began teaching art at the university as the first woman 
faculty in the art department. At the same time, those women who I classify as the first generation of 
Iranian-American artists are ones who immigrated to the United States after the revolution and who had 
spent most, if not all, of their adolescence and early adulthood in Iran.  Therefore their memories of Iran, 
pre and post revolution, are formed out of their own experiences and not simply filtered through the lens of 
childhood and the stories told to them by family members and friends. 
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Each artist has been very generous in terms of providing information and sharing her 

images electronically, sending slides, and also written material, 

 including catalogues.  Many of them also provided me with their individual artist 

statements prepared for specific exhibitions.2

Many artists residing inside Iran have also been generous in sharing their time and 

information with me in order to facilitate my research. My connection with these artists 

began while I was in Tehran, Iran in January through March 2001; a stay made possible 

by an American Institute of Iranian Studies fellowship.  My contact with artists there was 

facilitated by Professor Minoo Asaadi, Professor of Painting AzZarah University; Dr. 

Sami Azar, Director Museum of Contemporary Art; and Mrs. Manijeh Mir-Emadi, artist 

and founder of Tavoos Publishing Company, which publishes monographs on particular 

artists and their works. Additionally, Mrs. Fatemeh Iran Kossari, friend, art connoisseur 

and Persian / English language teacher, generously provided me with an introduction to 

Maryam Agha and accompanied me on my visits with her. Mr. Ali Sadr, who is the 

brother of artist Bejat Sadr, the first woman art faculty member at university level, 

introduced me to Ms. Seyhoun.  Prior to the revolution Ms. Seyhoun opened, in Tehran, 

the first art gallery owned by a woman. She continues to be actively engaged in 

promoting the works of young Iranian artists.  The relationships developed with the 

artists I met in Iran during this period continue to be maintained through other modes of 

 
2 Artist statements are written by the artist and displayed on the wall of the exhibition space, or in a 
notebook usually left on a small table at the entryway to the gallery.  These statements often provide a brief 
view into the artist’s thought processes regarding particular themes or issues related to a specific body of 
work. 
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contact including telephone conversations, email communications, and posted parcels 

containing images and information.    

My association with Iranian-American artists began first with Haleh Niazmand 

when she was a Masters of Fine Arts student at the University of Arizona.  Contact with 

other Iranian-American artists was facilitated by individuals such as Ms. Mahnaz 

Afkhami, President of Women’s Learning Partnership (WLP),  Executive Director 

Foundation for Iranian Studies and the Minister of Women’s Affairs in Iran prior to the 

1979 revolution, to whom Professor Anne H. Betteridge kindly provided me with an 

introduction; Ms. Hengameh Fouladvand, artist, art critic, and Executive Director, Center 

for Iranian Modern Art; Ms. Maryam Ovissi, art critic, member of Artists Without 

Frontiers and founder of Evolving Perceptions; and also through other formal and 

informal networks.   

As with many cultural studies investigations, the methodology used in this project 

is drawn from a number of different fields.  Cary Nelson, Paula A. Treichler, and 

Lawrence Grossberg state that cultural studies methodology can best be described as a 

“bricolage.” That is 

Cultural studies has no guarantees about what questions are important to 
ask within given contexts or how to answer them; hence no methodology 
can be privileged or even temporarily employed with total security and 
confidence, yet none can be eliminated out of hand.  Textual analysis, 
semiotics, deconstruction, ethnography, interviews, phonemic analysis, 
psychoanalysis, rhizomatics, content analysis, survey research—all can 
provide important insights and knowledge.3

3 Cary Nelson, Paula A. Treichler, and Lawrence Grossberg, “Cultural Studies: An Introduction,” Cultural 
Studies, ed. and with an Introduction by Lawrence Grossberg et al ( New York: Routledge, 1992) 2.   
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Indeed, the theoretical perspectives employed to frame the issues raised in this 

dissertation encompass many disciplines and are rooted in cultural, art historical, 

historical, anthropological, feminist, and literary theories. Since this investigation 

specifically addresses contemporary Iranian and Iranian-American art, it also includes 

what Amelia Jones describes as visual culture, related to cultural studies in its rejection of 

“disciplinary hierarchies” such as a division between “high” and “low” art. Nicholas 

Mirzoeff asserts that such artificial hierarchies and divisions are a “revision of the 

conception of how meaning takes place in the visual relation.”4 Therefore, the 

interpretation of the specific works included in this project is, as John Berger states, 

“affected by what we know or what we believe.”5 The meanings that viewers attach to 

the collages, paintings, and installations discussed in this dissertation depend upon their 

locations, experiences, and their metaphoric fields.6

Mikhail Bakhtin describes the creative process an author goes through as a 

dialogue that writers have with those who preceded them, as well as a dialogue within a 

particular historical context.7 Bakhtin’s explanation of this creative process also serves 

artists, as they too engage in a dialogue with other artists as well as the world around 

 
4 Nicholas Mirzoeff, qtd. in Amelia Jones,“Introduction: Conceiving the Intersection of Feminism and 
Visual Culture” in The Feminism and Visual Culture Reader, ed. Amelia Jones. 1-7 (New York: Routledge, 
2003) 3. 
 
5 John Berger, Ways of Seeing, (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books and London: BBC, 1972) 3. 
 
6 Nicolae Babuts,  The Dynamics of the Metaphoric Field: A Cognitive View of Literature. (Newark: 
University of Delaware Press, 1992) 105. 
 
7 Mikhail Mikailovich Bakhtin, “From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse,” in The Dialogic 
Imagination, ed. Michael Holquist, trans, Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist, 41-83 (Austin: University 
of Texas Press, 1981) 69. 
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them.  Some dialogues are explicit but others remain unacknowledged or are blurred.  As 

Daryush Shayegan observes in his discussion about contemporary Iranian art 

[The in-between space] provides non-western artists with new sources of 
inspiration, enabling them to devise specific ways of being, conditions of 
displacement and internal contradictions—in short, breaches where myth 
and history, tradition and modernity confront each other.  For most of 
these artists tradition, still rooted in the collective memory, is still very 
much alive; it reveals an experience where the analogical nature of 
symbols is still operational, where their vision is dominated by the magic 
of cultural archetypes and where the soul is still immersed in the empathy 
of social relations.  Translated through the prism of modernity, they 
unearth whole chapters of repressed visions, consigned by the West to 
oblivion.8

Nevertheless, the artists who are discussed in this project create works that 

expand beyond the binary divisions of tradition and modernity to post-modern meta-

narratives of gender, society, culture, politics, revolution, and war.  These women artists’ 

lives have been changed as a result of revolution and war.  Niazmand, Hemami, 

Kennedy, Balassanian, and Neshat are physically separated from the land of their birth.  

At the same time, Asaadi, Amir-Ebrahimi, Saikali, and Agha reside in a homeland much 

changed from the one in which they were born.   

For all of the Iranian and Iranian-American women artists included in this study, 

there is a “corporeal relationship” between the artworks they construct and the narratives 

these contain.  Indeed, the body is explicitly expressed or is implied in the installations, 

paintings, sculptures, and mixed media works these artists have made in response to 

issues of gender, religion, society, culture, politics, and war.  As Susan Stewart writes 

 
8 Daryush Shayegan,  “At the Cutting Edge of Intersecting Worlds,” translated by Ros Swartz in Rose Issa, 
Ruyin Pakbaz, and Daryush Shayegan.  Iranian Contemporary Art. 9-11 (London: Booth-Clibborn Editions, 
2001) 10. 
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[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.9

To enlarge upon Stewart’s discussion in terms of space, identity, and contemporary 

Iranian and Iranian-American women, the body is acted upon through legal and social 

regulations put into place after the revolution, and, in many instances, the body functions 

as the mechanism used to challenge the restrictions imposed upon it.  For example, while 

women were regulated in terms of dress, access to certain types of jobs, and school 

populations were segregated by gender not long after the revolution, many women 

continued to push the envelope in terms of resisting the new regulations. Indeed, 

regardless of the laws put into place, these women refused to be marginalized.  Haleh 

Esfandiari observes 

The Islamic Republic’s women’s agenda notwithstanding, women after 
the revolution simply refused to revert to the traditional role of housewife 
and mother that the regime tried to force on them.  They devised strategies 
with which to cope, to resist, to defeat, or to neutralize the impact of the 
new, “revolutionary” measures directed at women.  They met every 
government by a stronger countermeasure of their own.  They made their 
presence felt by remaining in the work force in large numbers.  Against all 
odds, they remained in the professions.10 

Women not only continued to find ways to remain in their professions, they expanded 

into other areas, including the arts. As Haleh Niazmand states, prior to the revolution 

 
9 Susan Stewart.  On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection. 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1993)xiii. 
10 Haleh Esfandiari,  Reconstructed Lives: Women and Iran’s Islamic Revolution (Baltimore: The John’s 
Hopkins University Press, 1997), 3. 
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there were virtually no women involved in filmmaking.  Presently there are many 

established and emerging women filmmakers.11 

Just as women artists and filmmakers have more recently moved into the public 

sphere in Iran, so too has the discourse on women and Islam become more visible. 

According to Iranian scholar Ziba Mir-Hosseini, gender in Islam has been addressed in 

three major areas, in 

. . . varied interpretations and reinterpretations of the sacred texts, which 
are invoked as sources of authority and legitimacy for particular ideologies 
or standpoints on women’s rights, gender roles and relations, and so on.  
The second level is that of local and national political ideologies with their 
local historical particularities, which produce their own discourses on 
women and gender roles.  Neither kind of discourse relates closely to the 
third level, that of the lived experiences of individuals and local 
communities: action opportunities, power, control of resources and of self, 
employment, education, and gender roles and relations.12 

The Iranian-American women artists included in this study work initially from 

their lived experiences of exile. For example, Niazmand describes Iranian Muslim 

women’s marriage arrangements in her early installations, and Hemami depicts Iranian 

immigrant experiences and historical events in her series of individual and collaborative 

works. Niazmand and Hemami’s works, as well as that of other artists, provide evidence 

of their acute awareness of the ways in which their artistic expression of their separation 

 
11 Haleh Niazmand, Personal interview, Spring 2005.  Niazmand acknowledges that while she has many 
“negative things to say about what happened to individuals as a result of the revolution, particularly in 
regards to those involved in socialist movements, women did become active in areas they had not been 
before such as filmmaking.”   
12 Ziba Mir-Hosseini, Islam and Gender: The Religious Debate in Contemporary Iran (Princeton: Princeton 
Univ. Press, 1999) 3. 
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from their homeland has been shaped by sacred texts, politics, and the social and cultural 

metaphors that they have incorporated into their artworks.  

Embodied Ghorbat: Eating Sorrow 
 
My body has been heavy with sorrow for a long time, probably as far back as the time I 
first heard a paternal aunt sigh and say: “Other people get sad and lose weight, not us.  In 
our family, we eat sorrow.  Just look at our bodies and the extra weight we carry around.”  
This aunt was speaking Persian and took ghoseh khordan quite literally.  The Persian 
expression is composed of the noun “sorrow” and the verb “to eat.”  The other two aunts, 
who also lived with us and were privy to this conversation, did not rush in to point out 
her literal – mindedness.  This was further proof for me that our family had a unique 
corporeal relationship to sorrow.                                                       Nasrin Rahimieh13 

Tell me Rumi, what is all the business about longing? 
The half-open rose wilting in the early frost,  
Tired men whose souls leak from the bottoms of their boots? 
I know why they drink wine to escape their sorrow. 
But why are we trapped inside this compass,  
Whose arms swing eternally to the south?   Persis M. Karim14 

Niazmand,  Hemami,  Kennedy, Balassanian, Neshat Asaadi, Amir-Ebrahimi,  

Saikali, and Agha, regardless of their location—inside or outside Iran—have constructed 

art that in one way or another responds to the question above, posed to Rumi by the 

contemporary Iranian-American poet and writer Persis M. Karim, “Tell me Rumi, what is 

all the business about longing?”  Indeed, the work of these artists provides a means to 

understand the various ways exile has been embodied, experienced, and visually 
 
13 Nasrin Rahimieh. “Pregnant with Sorrow” in A World Between: Poems, Short Stories, and Essays by 
Iranian – Americans. Edited by Persis K. Karim and Mohammad Mehdi Khorrami.(New York: George 
Braziller, 1999)231-238. 
14 Persis M. Karim, “A Conversation,” The Iranian.com February 2, 2005, May 6, 2005, 
http://www.iranian.com/Arts/2005/February/persis.html February iranian.com. February 
2, 2005 (July 12, 2004). Accessed May 6, 2005.   
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expressed, especially by women. Embedded within many of these artists’ works is the 

particularly Iranian post revolutionary experience of ghorbat (the feeling of estrangement 

particularly in terms of exile), and the complexity of Iranian women’s gendered 

experiences.  While their works include Iranian cultural, religious, and historical icons 

and imagery, these artifacts are combined with contemporary modes of expression such 

as installations, photographs, collage, and performance.   

 Iranian iconographic motifs, which are incorporated into the work of many of the 

women included in this study, indicate these artists’ uniquely gendered experience of 

exile/ghorbat.  These icons include mirrors through which the bride is first seen by her 

bridegroom, as decoration of religious shrines and official meeting places.  They also use 

the motif of intricately designed grilled structures which function as markers for the sites 

where holy figures (zarih) are buried, particular colors such as green and turquoise with 

multiple cultural references, calligraphy, and the chador (veil) worn by some 

conservative Iranian women.  Medieval Persian poetry describing the beloved (often 

understood in terms of the sacred), pre-Islamic epics (Shahnameh) and the work of Sufi 

poets (Hafez and others), and stories about star-crossed lovers are embedded in many of 

the works produced by these contemporary Iranian women artists.  The use of these 

elements enables these artists to convey their personal and collective experiences of 

exile/ghorbat, experiences they share with many other Iranian women.   

Ghorbat does not translate well from Persian to English.  Perhaps the closest 

equivalent is homesickness.  But this term does not convey the force of the lived 

experience of ghorbat which is intensely visceral and corporeal. Associated with 



19

estrangement, and incorporating a strong sense of longing, ghorbat is inexorably linked 

specifically to the Iranian exile communities. For Abbas Milani “exile is when you live in 

one land and dream in another.  From Iran—the landscape of my dreams—no land is 

farther away, geographically and metaphorically, than the America where I now live.”15 

In his discussion of “metaphoric fields” Nicolae Babuts provides an explanation for the 

way in which information is processed when someone is confronted with the necessity of 

identifying and interpreting information.  As the experience or information being 

identified and interpreted is perceived, “dynamic patterns” stored in the memory by 

previous, similar processes are brought into the metaphoric field in such a way that they 

create new meaning or information based on analogies to existing patterns in the 

memory. 

The [metaphoric] field is a mnemonic space newly awakened by the 
involuntary strategy of memory, where single and fragmentary word-
bonded dynamic patterns are brought into proximity and conditioned to 
interact and produce new metaphoric sequences. 16 

While this process may be inherent in the function of the brain, it nevertheless depends 

on the “dynamic patterns” available in the memory.  Babuts does not discuss the 

influence of gender on the creation of dynamic patterns.  Nevertheless, as Rebecca A. 

Walker states in her examination of Babut’s work in relation to medieval women writers, 

It is highly likely, however, that they are, in some way, gender based; by 
the gender of the thinker and by the dominant gender of the culture and 
language available to the thinker.  Thus, since most language is masculine 
and because dynamic patterns are word-bonded, uniquely feminine 
dynamic patterns are available only if they are fused with the generic 

 
15 Abbas Milani, “The Purgatory of Exile: Persian Intellectuals in America” in Lost Wisdom: Rethinking 
Modernity in Iran (Washington, D.C.: Mage Publishers, 2004) 155.  
 
16 Babuts  113.  
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dominant masculine language.  As a result, uniquely female meaning is 
virtually impossible except as a variation of male meaning.17 

However,  
 

In each case the process is set in motion by a detail from the present 
perceptual field or from the poem, [the painting, sculpture, installation], a 
dynamic pattern, a bold metaphor, which attracts its corresponding, 
mnemonic sequence and alerts others in the background preparing them to 
contribute to the creation of a new field.18 

Art is a powerful form of discourse which uses available metaphors to express cultural 

concerns, ideas, and emotions. Women artists, writers, thinkers, and readers must, 

consciously or unconsciously, bring what is available among their dynamic patterns into 

unconventional relationships in order to begin to question the assumptions that support 

patriarchal constructions of meaning.  When Iranian women artists traverse the 

intersections between private/public, Iranian/American, Eastern/Western, pre/post 

revolution, traditional/folk discourses, transform and them by entering into dialogic 

interactions with each other, their meaning making is for the most part incomprehensible 

to viewers of their artworks who are not imbued in similar metaphoric fields. 

 Iranian-American exilic experience is especially unique compared to people of 

other nationalities who have been displaced by circumstance or politics. Christopher de 

Bellaigue, in In The Rose Garden Of The Martyrs, describes how the U.S. interference in 

Iranian affairs over the course of several decades prior to the 1979 revolution shaped anti-

government protest inside Iran and contributed to the series of events leading up to the 
 
17 Rebecca A. Walker,  Unadorned by Silence: Rereading Obedience in the Writing of Perpetua, Dhuoda, 
and Hildegard of Bingen, M.A. Thesis ( Portland State University, 1993) 5. 
18 Babuts 113. 
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taking of hostages at the American Embassy in Tehran.  The animosity Iranians directed 

towards the United States surprised many Americans who were unfamiliar with the extent 

to which the U.S. government had meddled with the Iranian government and propped up 

the unpopular Iranian monarchy as well as supported, trained, and contributed to the 

excesses perpetrated by the Shah’s intelligence service, SAVAK;19 however, for Iranians, 

the support of the Pahlavi regime by the United States government, along with the sexual 

and financial excesses of a number of the members of the royal family, generated an 

enormous amount of hostility and resentment.20 But the initial optimism occasioned by 

the departure of the Shah changed to suspicion and fear for a number of Iranians once 

they realized the desire of the new regime to control behavior, particularly women’s 

behavior.  Many Iranians, regardless of their feelings about the previous regime, deemed 

it prudent to leave Iran quickly in the aftermath of the revolution.  Ironically, some who 

had actively opposed the Shah, and had even suffered imprisonment for their political 

activities, were now in danger of being arrested, imprisoned, tortured, or killed by the 

revolutionary government that replaced the Shah.  At the same time, motivated by 

religious and political fervor, some roving bands of revolutionaries began to search for 

signs of “westoxifcation” amongst their fellow Iranian citizenry.21 Unless they donned 

19 Christopher De Bellaigue, In The Rose Garden Of The Martyrs: A Memoir Of Iran,  (New York: Harper 
Collins Publishers, 2005) 21-23, 46-47. 
 
20 Stephen Kinzer,  All The Shah’s Men:  An American Coup And The Roots Of Middle East Terror.  
(Hoboken:  John Wiley & Sons Inc, 2003) ix; x; 201-06. 
 
21 Hisae Nakanishi, “Power, Ideology, and Women’s Consciousness in Postrevolutionary Iran,” in Women 
in Muslim Societies: Diversity Within Unity ed. by Herbert L. Bodman and Nayereh Tohidi (Boulder: 
Lynne Rienner Publishers Inc., 1988) 83-100.  See Hisae Nakanishi for a discussion of westoxification or 
as the author describes as “West-toxicated (gharbzadeh).”  
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the all encompassing black chador, or were wearing a concealing head scarf and modest 

dress, women were particularly vulnerable to physical attack by zealots. Thus the black 

envelope of the chador, once forbidden by the father of the last Shah of Iran, Reza Khan 

(1878-1944), who had police stationed on each street corner prepared to rip this garment 

off any woman caught wearing one, and later worn by some women prior to the 1979 

revolution as a form of political protest, became the required attire for post-revolutionary 

Iranian women.22 For many women there was “no joy in exile and no abode in the 

homeland.”23 Nevertheless, as Mir-Hosseini so clearly states: 

 . . . gender roles and relations, and women’s rights, are not fixed,   
 not given, not absolute.  They are negotiated and changing cultural   
 constructs, produced in response to lived realities, through debates that are 
 now going on all over the Muslim world, through the voices of women  
 and men who want either to retain or to change the present situation.24 

Whether or not one is inside or outside, able to return or unwilling to do so, or 

traveling between two points or more, the Iranian experience of exile varies considerably.  

Nevertheless, as Hamid Naficy observes,  

Exile is inexorably tied to homeland and to the possibility of return.  
However, the frustrating elusiveness of return makes it magically potent. . 
. . Today, it is possible to be exiled in place that is to be at home and to 
long for other places and other times so vividly portrayed in the media.  It 
is possible to be in internal exile and yet be at home.  It is possible to be 
forced into external exile and be unable to, or wish not to, return home.  It 
is possible to return and to find that one’s house is not the home that one 
had hoped for, that it is not the structure that memory built.  It is possible 
to go into exile voluntarily and then return, yet still not fully arrive. . .All 

 
22 De Bellaigue 38-41. 
 
23 Farideh Golba Two Outsiders, trans. Azadeh Alemohammad (Tehran: Roushangaran and Women’s 
Studies Publishing, 1998) 123. 
 
24 Mir-Hosseini.  Islam and Gender, 6. 
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displaced people do not experience exile equally or uniformly.  Exile 
discourse thrives on detail, specificity, and locality.  There is a there there 
in exile.25 

Some of the Iranian women still residing in Iran also experienced feelings akin to Gorbat.  

That is, they describe feeling as if the country they lived in after the revolution had 

altered to the degree that they felt alienated, as if they were strangers in their own 

homeland.26 Many experienced daily disruption in their social and legal status as the new 

regime rapidly set dismantled  many existing laws, replacing them with others more 

conservatively Islamic.  The changes enacted had a direct impact on women, particularly 

in terms of marriage, divorce, child custody, and work.  For example, the legal 

marriageable age for a girl was lowered from eighteen years to thirteen, and in a divorce 

settlement it was required that the father be awarded custody of any children born in the 

marriage.27 The age of puberty determined the legal marriage age for boys and girls.  

According to Haleh Afshar  

Shiia ulama in general and Khomeini in particular have taken the age of 9 
for girls as the age of puberty.  This has been endorsed by the Islamic 
Republic’s Civil Codes, Article 1210 note 1, which defines puberty for 
boys to be 15 years and for girls ‘9 lunar years.’ Accordingly immediately 

 
25 Hamid Naficy, ed., Home, Exile, Homeland: film, media, and the politics of place. (New York: 
Routledge, 1999) 3-4. 
 
26 This information was given to me on several different occasions by a number of different women with 
whom I had either formal or informal contact during my spring 2001 stay in Iran.  These were spontaneous 
disclosures on their part and not solicited by me.  A few of those women specifically used the word Gorbat 
to describe their feelings of alienation. 
 
27 Haleh Esfandiari, “The Majles and Women’s Issues in the Islamic Republic of Iran,” in In The Eye of the 
Storm: Women in Post-revolutionary Iran ed. Mahnaz Afkhami and Erika Friedl (Syracuse: Syracuse 
University Press, 1994) 61-79.  For a detailed discussion about changes in the laws pertaining to women, 
and the process of adopting and enacting them, see Haleh Esfandiari.  For a second nuanced description of 
the impact on Iranian women of legal and socio-economic changes in post-revolutionary Iran see Nakanishi 
83-97. 
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after the revolution the age of marriage for girls was initially lowered to 
nine.  But in an extraordinarily retrograde move even this lower age limit 
was removed.  The 1991 revised Article 1041 of the Civil Code removed 
all age barriers for girls and made it legitimate for pre-pubescent [sic] 
 girls to be married provided the guardian agrees and decides that to do so 
would be ‘in the interest of his charge.’  Up to 1991 it .was the courts that 
decided whether such an action was in the interest of the children. This 
retrograde position is consistent with Khomeini's personal view that the 
best that a guardian can do for a daughter is to marry her before she 
reaches puberty.28 

Debate about these changes among some Islamist women, as well as a group of 

ayatollahs, eventually resulted in the successful campaign to change the minimum age for 

girls from nine to thirteen years.  Nevertheless, as Afshar observes, 

It is important to bear in mind that whereas the laws permit child 
marriages, the practice in Iran has been very much in the opposite 
direction and the age of marriage for women has been steadily going up, 
so that whereas in 1986 the average age of marriage was 20 and by 1996 it 
had risen to 22.29 

Modest Islamic dress (hijab), officially mandated in 1983, brought mixed 

responses from Iranian women.  Some found the required dress code restrictive and felt it 

violated their personal freedom.  Others, from religiously conservative families, found 

that veiling, previously forbidden to employees in government offices and many other 

workplaces, including financial institutions and airlines, enabled them to work in areas 

previous denied to them.  As Anne H. Betteridge describes in “To Veil or Not to Veil: A 

Matter of Protest or Policy” 

 The veil is a particularly good focal point since it is both an obvious  
 symbol of a woman’s position in the world around her and a matter of  
 
28 Haleh Afshar, Islam and Feminisms An Iranian Case- Study (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc, 1998) 
146-147.  
 
29 Afshar 148. 
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some contention. To some it represents oppression; to others it is an  
 indication of spiritual independence and self-worth. 
 . . . Some women who had previously gone bareheaded expressed  
 their new appreciation of their role as Muslim women by dressing in  
 accordance with Islamic law.  Other women continued as they had before - 
 -veiled or unveiled- -yet with a renewed commitment to their religion.   
 When the revolution got underway, [some] women were prepared to  
 march  wearing black veils as a means of expressing their unity and  
 opposition to the Pahlavi government.  Wearing the veil represented a  
 particular moral stance- - morality defined positively by Islamic law or  
 negatively by opposition to the Shah’s regime and to the West in general.  
 Once the revolution was accomplished, the situation changed.   
 Wearing Islamic forms of dress was first encouraged by social pressure 
 and later enforced by official decree.  Dress was no longer the matter of  
 individual choice which it had been before and during the revolution.30 

After the 1983 institution of enforced Islamic dress, the veiled female figure became the 

iconic portrayal of Iranian women, and the ultimate symbol of the laws instituted by the 

government under the direction of Ayatollah Khomeini and other clerics. 

 On March 7 1979, the government of the Islamic Republic of Iran announced 

that women would be required to veil in public. The next day, International Women’s 

Day, several thousand demonstrators protested; some were physically attacked by 

supporters of the veiling edict.31 However, the protests of those opposed to mandatory 

veiling resulted in an official response from Prime Minister Bazargan that the Ayatollah’s 

statement regarding this requirement had been distorted by leftist troublemakers, 

royalists, and counterrevolutionary elements.  Women were assured that there would be 

no compulsory veiling.  But by the summer of 1980 Islamic veiling was required in all 
 
30 Anne H. Betteridge, “To Veil or Not to Veil: A Matter of Protest or Policy” Women and Revolution in 
Iran, ed. Guity Neshat (Boulder: Westview Press, 1983) 109-128. 
 
31 Pedram Missaghi, comp, “Right to Choose: First protests against mandatory hijab,” The Iranian.com 
March 7, 2000, May 6, 2005. http://www.iranian.com/Arts/2000/March/Missaghi.html.
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government and public offices.   For a short of time the government had backed down, 

but by 1983 Islamic modest dress had become compulsory for all women, including 

foreigners and tourists.  According to Ayatollah Khomeini, “What we don’t want, and 

what Islam does not want, is to make a woman an object, a puppet in the hands of men.” 

That is, women, when not distracting men and devoting inordinate attention to their 

appearance, are able to fulfill their potential.32 

Some women, confronted with restrictive laws and diminished opportunities, 

found it prudent to leave Iran.  Sonia Balassanian, a U.S. trained Iranian artist of 

Armenian descent, was one of the first women to teach art at a university in Tehran.33 

Coupled with the legal restraints placed on women, Balassanian was also concerned for 

her safety.  She feared that her minority status as an Iranian Armenian Christian could 

prove dangerous under the new regime. Therefore, she left Iran and moved to the United 

States permanently.34 With this move, Balassanian not only changed her country of 

residence, she also radically changed the scope and focus of her art.  Prior to the 

revolution, Balassanian was known for her exquisite Persian miniatures.  Now she began 

producing large-scale installations with overt political references.  In the piece shown 

below, larger-than-life figures covered in black chadors gather in the gallery space, their 

purpose a mystery.   On the wall behind them are a series of blocks each with a single 

eye.  While these eyes can be read as the one eye that peeks through the veil worn by 

 
32 Nakanishi 86-89  
 
33 Bejat Sadr was the first woman to teach art at university level in Tehran. 
 
34 One of Balassanian’s acquaintances suggested this reason for Balassanian’s departure from Iran to me. 
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heavily covered women, it can also represent the way these women see the world.35 

Another possible interpretation is the “big-brother” eye of the state searching the 

gathering for a hint of exposed flesh or wisp of hair that betrays an improperly veiled 

woman.   

(1.1) 

For artists like Balassanian, who use the chador as the means to depict post revolutionary 

issues, the veiled figure is the    

 . . . socially and politically marginalized [woman who has] become  
 central symbolically, an important feature of the imaginary    
 repertoires of the dominant culture. Excluded from the public domain,  
 they come to rule the symbolic order.  Absented in one arena, they   
 become an overwhelming presence in the other.36 

In another installation entitled The Other Side II, instead of being stared at by mysterious 

eyes, Balassanian’s veiled figures are backlit with spotlights that turn the gallery into  

 
35 For a pertinent series of photographs that include chador clad women reminiscent of Balassanian’s veiled 
figures see: Abbas, “Iran diary Photo essay: Iran 1971-2002,” The Iranian,com February 3, 2003, August 3, 
2005 http://www.iranian.com/Arts/2003/February/Abbas/15.html . For an artistic twist on the subject of 
Iranian women and the chador see:  Sadi Ghadirian’s Domestic Life, included in “Malu Halasa, “Faces Of 
Change,” Timeeurope.com May 6, 2004, August 3, 2005, http://www.time.com/time/europe/arts/printout/0 
/
36 Milani. Veils and Words. 4. 
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“something like an interrogation room. There is a restless yet purposeful ambiguity in this 

scene as the spectator is left alone to make out who is judge, who is jury, who is victim, 

who is perpetrator.” 37 

(1.2) 

Like a subject being interrogated, the viewer shifts and squirms trying to see the figures 

in the installation without being blinded by the intense light. 

 The official policy in Iran after 1983 required that all women had to wear modest 

Islamic dress outside of the privacy of their homes. Over time many women began to 

express their resistance to the imposed dress code by adding beads or fancy buttons to the 

required covering.  Gradually some women began to wear make-up openly again in 

public or even let a few strands of hair show under their scarves.  Today young women in 

Tehran and elsewhere in the country wear brightly colored scarves placed so far back on 

their heads that they frequently have to be readjusted.  These changes have taken place in 

fits and starts in spite of the fact that the law governing dress still exists.  Crackdowns on 

dress violations sometimes still occur depending on tensions between different factions 

 
37 Balassanian, Homepage, 2001, March 4, 2005  www.soniabalassanian.com/projects.
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within the government, or the image the regime feels necessary to project to the outside 

world. Certainly, the hardening or lessening of the dress code appears to be related to 

shifts in power between the conservative and moderate elements in the government.  

Consequently, although the official policy of modest dress is still in place, the penalties 

for violation of the edict, or lack thereof, is left to chance and one’s ability to correctly 

read the political atmosphere.   

 Agha’s surreal painting below is of a woman floating in front of the Kermani 

landscape.  This artist is from Kerman and the Agha family is well known for the quality 

of the pistachios that they grow on their land.  Behind the painted figure of the woman in 

the red dress are the mountains and the celebrated Iranian cypress trees.  Floating about in 

the air around this reclining figure are non-Islamic symbols of luck—the cards that 

foretell the future and the goldfish that are an important part of the Iranian New Year 

celebrations.   
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(1.3) 

She began this painting soon after her return to Iran immediately after the revolution.  

She was caught in the midst of the changes that were happening in terms of women and 

all aspects of cultural production.  This is one of only two paintings completed by Agha 

before she put away her paints and brushes, not to pick them up again till more than 

twenty years later.  Unlike some of the artists in this study, Agha, who was studying at 

the Pratt Institute when the Iranian revolution began, felt compelled to return.  As the 

changes in the country profoundly altered the condition of women, she turned to 
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iconographic images of the Iranian past: the Zoroastrian spring equinox celebration icons 

and the lovers (seen below) so often described in Persian poetry and miniatures. 

(1.4) 

Like the other women artists whose work is the subject of this project, Maryam Agha 

draws on the icons and symbols of a rich and complex culture in the process of 

commenting on, and responding to, the recent events that have profoundly impacted Iran.  

For many westerners, Iran is foreign, exotic, and even dangerous.  However, for these 

artists, Iran is home, heritage, a physical and emotional place to which they are attached 

as if by an umbilical cord.  Following the 1979 Iranian revolution, all of these women 

experienced some form of exile—internal or external, and the pain and longing of 

ghorbat.
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CHAPTER TWO 
Embodied Exile 

 Kendal Kennedy: Diasporic Smoke / Shirin Neshat: Meta-Orientalism  
 

All cultures are located in place and time.  Exile culture is located at the intersection and 
in the interstices of other cultures.  Physically placed outside its original homeland, it is 
mentally and emotionally both here and there, and as a result, it is both local and global. 
 Hamid Naficy38 

Your real “country” is where you are heading, not where you are. 
 Rumi 

To root themselves in their new home 
Mother and Baba planted native trees: madrone, oak 
And the manzanita at the end of the drive. 
To remind them of their foreignness,  
They planted olive, almond, quince, pomegranate. 
 Persis M. Karim39 

Although the subject matter, mode of expression, and potential audience is 

different for Iranian-American artists Kendal Kennedy, born in Tehran, and Shirin 

Neshat, born in Qazvin, each of their works discussed in this chapter is positioned in the 

liminal space of “here and there” (emphasis mine), Iran and the United States, as Hamid 

Naficy observes in regard to exile culture.  Meta-narratives which Barbara A. Babcock 

describes as “telling a story about something that happened to one’s self in the first 

person [which then] establishes a special kind of relationship with one’s audience” are 

quite effectively employed by each artist. 40 Thus, encapsulated within the metaphors of 

 
38 Naficy, "Identity Politics and Iranian Exile Music Videos," Iranian Studies 31.1 (Winter 1998):51-64. 51. 
 
39 Karim, “Pomegranates,” The Iranian.com, 29 December 2004. 6 February 2005 
http://www.iranian.com/Arts/2004/December/persis.html.
40 Barbara A. Babcock, “The Story in the Story: Metanarration in Folk Narrative,” Verbal Art As 
Performance with supplemental essays by Barbara A. Babcock, Gary H. Gossen, Roger D. Abrahams, Joel 
F. Sherzer (Prospect Heights: Waveland Press Inc., 1977:1984) 64.  
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Kennedy’s mirrors and Neshat’s chadors are the meta-narratives of gender, culture, 

religion, and exile. However, whereas Neshat’s photographs from her Women of Allah 

series is produced from the seeds of Western Orientalist discourse about the mysterious 

Middle Eastern woman, Kennedy’s installations, Betrayal, Labyrinth, and Shredded 

History, are intertextual communications between and among Iranians whose cultural 

heritage is rooted in the soil of Medieval Persian poetry and contemporary political 

reality.  Nevertheless, in spite of the differences in media and narratives, both artists 

discussed in this chapter utilize the body as metaphor.  As Elizabeth Grosz asserts  

The body is a most peculiar ‘thing,’ for it is never quite reducible to being 
merely a thing; nor does it ever quite manage to rise above the status of 
thing.  . . . Bodies are not inert; they function interactively and 
productively.41 

Bearing Grosz’s observation in mind, Neshat uses her body itself as a canvas on which to 

write.  Additionally, she makes her own body the object and the subject of her work.  

Neshat writes on her own face, on her own hands and her own feet. She explicitly 

inscribes her own body. In contrast, Kendal’s art suggests the presence of a body.  That 

is, it is not visually present, but instead implied.    

The absent body in Kendal Kennedy’s installation Betrayal (image not included) 

is the Iranian-American immigrant.  This installation, made of shards of broken mirrors 

with a few intact “stepping stone” mirrors scattered across the floor of the exhibition 

space and reflected on the walls above, refers to Iranian-American immigrant experiences 

 
41 Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1994) xi. 
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of “personal and cultural betrayal embedded in [their] multiple histories.   The portion on 

the ground signifies the ‘real’ while the reflection on the gallery wall represents 

illusion”.42 

Kennedy derives inspiration for her artworks from classical Persian literary and 

philosophical texts, collective cultural memory, and specific references to historical 

events through the writing and rewriting of epic tales, mystical texts and lyric poetry. 

Mirrors are important to her art as they magnify the issues embedded in her work.  She 

describes the mirrors with their reflections as a form of “language [which] itself 

disappears”43 and because of this they epitomize exile experience which can also include 

the literal loss or disappearance of the mother tongue, thereby removing the support an 

individual needs to feel sustained and rooted within her environment.  Appearing and 

disappearing, these tiles are positioned within the rich structure of Kennedy’s native 

Persian language, which moves fluidly among and between multi-variant meanings.  Her 

art appears to be located within the liminal space situated between past and present, “an 

‘in-between’ space in which cultural change may occur.”44 However, the complex 

interconnectedness of her installations, in the way they both relate to each other and to 

texts and other images, positions them on an entirely different level: that of 

intertextuality. 

According to Nicolas Mirzoeff 

 
42 Kendal Kennedy, “Artist Exhibition Statement,” Betrayal (2001). 
43 Kennedy 2001. 
 
44 See Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin, Key Concepts in Post-Colonial Studies (New York: 
Routledge, 1998) 130-131. 
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The diasporic visual image is necessarily intertextual, in that the spectator 
needs to bring extratextual information to bear on what is seen within the 
frame in order to make full sense of it.  However, in the visual image, 
intertextuality is not simply a matter of interlocking texts but of interacting 
and interdependent modes of visuality that I shall call intervisuality.  From 
a particular starting point, a diasporic image can create multiple visual and 
intellectual associations both within and beyond the intent of the producer 
of that image.45 

Among the “multiple associations” that Kennedy’s installation Betrayal might generate, 

particularly for viewers familiar with Iranian interior architectural spaces decorated with 

pieces of broken mirrors, are religious shrines and nineteenth-century official audience 

halls.  Additionally, the title of the installation, Betrayal, brings to mind social and 

political changes in Iran following the revolution, as well as a sense of being betrayed by 

the false promise of America as a welcoming country to all immigrants.46 

Kennedy’s mirror installations such as Rebirth (2002), I Became Diasporic Smoke 

(video of installation 2002), Common Grounds (2002), Betrayal (2001), Incongruous 

Grounds (2000), and Labyrinth (1999) are lit by carefully placed overhead spotlights.   

 
45 Nicholas Mirzoeff, “Introduction: The Multiple Viewpoint: Diasporic Visual Cultures,” Diaspora and 
Visual Culture: Representing Africans and Jews, ed. Nicholas Mirzoeff. 1-18 (New York: Routledge, 2000) 
7. 
 
46 Kennedy, Personal interview, Fall 2002.  As Kendal Kennedy, Haleh Niazmand, and others have pointed 
out, because many Americans are unable to differentiate between Iranian public policy and individual 
Iranians, some Americans view Iranian immigrants as collectively responsible for political events ranging 
from the 1979 Iranian hostage crisis to holding membership in what President George W. Bush terms the 
“axis of evil;” Iran, Iraq and North Korea.  
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(2.1) 

Kennedy’s installations, such as Incongruous Grounds, which is part of a series of the 

artist’s works devoted to the theme of “place and displacement,” produce the effect of 

layers of light and shadow which, refracted on the walls of the installation space, suggests 

the platonic metaphysical model of reflection and self-reflection.47 This layering of light 

and shadow also illuminates the Sufi ideal of the three domains 

of body, tongue, and the depths of heart.  These are the domains of right  
 doing, right thinking, and right seeing.  The last is an inner awareness of  
 the reality of things that is inseparable from our mode of being in the  
 world. The three realms can also be called perfection of acts, perfection of  
 understanding, and perfection of self.48 

The three parts of the materials of this installation, mirrors, light, and shadows, are 

representative of the three Sufi ideals of “body, tongue, and the depths of heart.”  That is, 

 
47 Kennedy, Personal interview, Spring 2005.  Kennedy describes Incongruous Grounds as exemplifying 
“place and displacement.” This work was exhibited at the Macy Gallery, Columbia University Teachers 
College, New York, 2000.  
48 William C. Chittick, Sufism: A Short Introduction (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2000) 7. 
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the mirrors are the body, the light is related to the tongue, and the shadows represent the 

hidden interior space of the heart. Kennedy describes her work as heavily influenced by 

Sufi ideals and the mystical poetry of Rumi, the thirteenth-century Persian poet.49 In her 

installations such as Betrayal and Labyrinth, Kennedy’s work merges the classical past 

with the contemporary present in a blend of traditional Iranian art and literary production 

and contemporary western minimalist design.  Furthermore, these works are related to the 

tradition of religious ephemeral art, such as Tibetan Mahayana Buddhist ephemeral altars 

made for the “Losar” (New Year) or Navajo ceremonial sand paintings.50 Like these 

types of works, Kennedy’s installations are meant to be discarded, literally swept away, 

after their use is over.51 

Kennedy’s installation Betrayal was part of the art show Trans/Planting – 

Contemporary Art by Women From/In Iran, held in A Space Gallery, Toronto, Canada 

early in the spring of 2001.  Kennedy was one of nine Iranian women artists whose work 

was included in the exhibit.52 Carly Butler, who reviewed the exhibition, writes 

 
49 Herbert L. Bodman, “Introduction,” Women in Muslim Societies: Diversity Within Unity, ed. Herbert L. 
Bodman and Nayereh Tohidi, 1-18 (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc., 1998) 12. Bodman observes 
that although in the early Medieval period women Sufis were said to distract males seeking “gnosis” 
because of their beauty, by the eleventh century “women were able to play a greater role.”  For example, 
some were the head of convents, others were sainted “their shrines guarded by women.” 
50 Marilyn Ekdahl Ravicz. “Ephemeral Art: A Case for the Functions of Aesthetic Stimuli” in Semiotica 30-
1 2 (1980) 115-134.  Ekdahl Ravicz provides an interesting discussion of ephemeral art. 
 
51 Like many other makers of ephemeral art, Kennedy seems to move into an altered state of consciousness 
when making some of these works.  For example, in a colleague’s video, that captured her construction of 
the Labyrinth installation (and which she was unaware of till some time later) show her meditative 
hammering of mirror tiles, breaking them up into small pieces before arranging them, it is clear to those 
who happened upon her that she is unaware of their presence and oblivious to any comments or discussion 
made around her. 
 
52 Two other artists whose works were included in this exhibition are Haleh Niazmand and Taraneh 
Hemami.  They are also discussed in this dissertation. 
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With personal history the history of Iran so intertwined in all nine   
 women’s practice, Kendal Kennedy’s installation conceptualizes this  
 shifting and personalizing of culture. Broken mirrors lie on the floor with  
 intact mirrors on top as fragile and unstable ‘stepping stones’ while light  
 plays their reflections on the walls. As fragments, fragile and broken,  
 Kennedy’s Betrayal works with simple, yet powerful metaphors. The  
 introspection inherent in the ‘transplanted’ experience of the exile leads to  
 these dichotomies: coherent versus fragmented identity; the idealized and  
 illusory aspects of memory versus present, often uncomfortable reality.53 

For Kennedy the uncomfortable reality was the American response to many 

Iranians seeking refuge in the United States, including the Shah who, although in need of 

medical treatment for advanced cancer, was denied sanctuary.  After the takeover of the 

American Embassy in Tehran many Iranians were targeted and vilified by an American 

public unable to differentiate between individual Iranians in the United States and those 

in Tehran who held more than 50 Americans hostage for 444 days.  Some were stopped 

by police and verbally harassed.54 This antagonistic behavior towards the Middle Eastern 

Muslim populations in the United States, or those who looked as if they were from this 

region, was repeated during the Gulf War, and yet again following September 11th.

Being denigrated and scorned has been a surprising and unwelcome experience for many 

Iranians in the United States.  Beginning with the 1979 American embassy hostage crisis, 

through the current “war on terror,” many Americans began to identify all Iranians both 

inside and outside Iran as dangerous. All were thought to embody the extreme elements 

 
53 Carly Butler, “Contemporary Art by Women From/In Iran,” The Iranian.com, 1 February 2001, 15 
March 2001, http://www.iranian.com/Arts/2001/February/Toronto/index.html.

54 Dr. Tehrani, Personal interview, 1980.  Tehrani spoke of the events affecting his family members when 
they were stopped and harassed by police when traveling by car through Lincoln City, Oregon, 1980. 
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of the regime change from the Pahlavi monarchy to the theocratic Islamic state.  Many 

Iranians experienced difficulty in finding places to live, and worried about what would 

happen if prospective employers discovered where they were from, thereby making it 

difficult for them to acculturate.55 Of course the difficulty in acculturation is an 

experience many immigrants hold in common.  R. Radhakrishnan  

observes  

During the last few years, I have talked and listened to a number of young, 
gifted Indian children of the diaspora who, like my son, were born here 
and are thus “natural” American citizens.  I was startled when they told me 
that they had grown up with a strong sense of being exclusively Indian, 
and the reason was that they had experienced little during their growing 
years that held out promise of first-class American citizenship.  Most of 
them felt they could not escape being marked as different by virtue of their 
skin color, their family background, and other ethnic and unassimilated 
traits.  Many of them recited the reality of a double life, the ethnic private 
life and the “American” public life, with very little mediation between the 
two.  For example, they talked about being the targets of racial slurs and 
racialized sexist slurs, and they remembered not receiving the total 
understanding of their parents who did not quite “get” it.56 

Although Radhakrishnan is discussing children in the Indian diaspora, the issues he 

describes in terms of perception of them by others as “different” can easily be extended 

to immigrants of other cultures such as Asian or Middle Eastern. The word “diaspora” 

was previously used to specifically refer to the dispersal of Jews into exile beginning in 

 
55 See Mehdi Borzorgmehr, "From Iranian Studies to Studies of Iranians in the United States,"  
 Iranian Studies 31:1 (Winter 1998): 5-30. 
 
56 R.  Radhakrishnan, “Ethnicity in an Age of Diaspora,” Theorizing Diaspora, ed. Jana Evans Braziel and 
Anita Mannur, (Malden: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2003) 119-131. 
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70 C.E. after the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem by the Romans.57 More recently, 

however, diaspora has been used to describe various “displaced communities of people 

who have been dislocated from their native homelands through migration, immigration, 

or exile.”58 For some Iranian women the experience of dislocation was felt, even if they 

did not leave Iran, because the changes affecting women inside the country after the 

revolution were profound, encompassing all aspects of women’s lives from childhood to 

adulthood, including education, marriage, family, and work. In other words, even if they 

remained in Iran, the place they now lived in had changed to such a degree that many 

women felt exiled in their own country.  Furthermore, the steps they took to resist many 

of the post-revolution changes in the legal and social status of women, was generally not 

acknowledged by those outside. They were often seen as acted upon rather than as active 

participants in their political and personal lives. Indeed, Iranian women have often had 

the additional burden of being perceived by outsiders as passive recipients of male 

oppression within their families. 

Western perception of passive Middle Eastern women was influenced by 

Hollywood stereotypes and exacerbated by books such as Betty Mahmoodi’s Not Without 

 
57Rita Steinhardt Botwinickm, A History of the Holocaust: From Ideology to Annihilation, 3rd ed. (Upper 
Saddle River, N.J.: Pearson Prentice Hall, 1966:2004) 6.  See also the definition of diaspora as “The 
dispersion; a term transferred from the New Testament Greek as in x Pet. i 1: applied specifically to the 
dispersion of the Jews after the Babylonian captivity; collectively to the Christianized Jews of the Apostolic 
age.” Britannica World Language: Edition of Funk and Wagnall’s New Practical Standard Dictionary of 
the English Language, Volume One A-P. ed. Charles Earle Funk, Litt.D., (New York: Funk and Wagnalls 
Company. 1946:1956) 368. 
 
58 See Jana Evans Braziel and Anita Mannur, “Nation, Migration, Globalization: Points of Contention in 
Diaspora Studies,” Theorizing Diaspora, ed. Jana Evans Braziel and Anita Mannur, 1-22 (Malden: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2003) 1. 
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My Daughter (1991).59 Since this was later turned into a film, overarching generalizations 

and misperceptions about Iranian culture reached a broad audience. While some Iranian 

women are victims of male violence within their homes, so too are women of other 

nationalities.  Nevertheless, the impression left by the book and the film about Iranian 

culture was overwhelmingly negative, leading some Iranians to question both the timing 

of its release with the initial bombing of Iraq during the Gulf War, and possible U.S. 

government financial support for it.60 Whether or not one was in support of the 1979 

Iranian revolution leading to the abrupt departure of the Shah and members of the royal 

family, the changes that resulted from the events of this period had unforeseen 

consequences for all Iranians whether they remained in Iran or went into exile. 

However, as Hamid Naficy observes, exile is a problematic term for Iranians 

living outside their country of origin as it implies political exile.  While some sought 

political asylum in the United States and elsewhere following the 1979 Iranian 

revolution, complex circumstances, sometimes based on ethnicity, religion, gender, or 

political concerns, determined whether they returned to Iran or remained where they were 

when the revolution happened. The overall experience of exile is uneven among Iranians, 

“its separateness is blurred by an entangled dialectical relation.  There, nation, and home 

– often defined by what they are not – also become the charged spaces that constitute 

 
59 Tania Kamal-Eldin, Hollywood Harems, videotape, 1999. Kamal-Eldin documents the film industry’s 
portrayal of Middle Easterner in film ranging from Valentino’s performance in The Sheikh to Arabian 
Nights films of the 1950s, and a movie about a hijacking made in the 1970s.  There are also many other 
examples of passive sexualized women in terms of earlier Orientalist images of the nineteenth-century.  
 
60 Bejat Henderson, Reversing the Lens: Voices and Images of Iranian Women, diss.  
 State University of New York at Buffalo, 1998.  Buffalo: SUNY, 1998.
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‘identity’ and ‘culture’ reorganized by memory in exile.”61 A poem, written by Kennedy 

as part of her artist statement to accompany her installation Labyrinth of Exile, describes 

the uncomfortable stance, the ghorbat of the exilic experience 

Labyrinth 
Strange 
It is so strange 
Here, 
Or am I? 
In A strange Land? 
With 
No traces, 
No Stories 
No Records, 
Of ever Being 
Here 
0r 
There? 

 Kendal Kennedy62 

61 Zohreh T. Sullivan, Exiled Memories: Stories of the Iranian Diaspora (Philadelphia:  
 Temple University Press, 2001) xiv. 
 
62 Kennedy, “Artist Exhibition Statement,” Labyrinth of Exile, 1999.  
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(2.2) 
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(2.3) 

 In her 2002 installation entitled Shredded History, Kendal Kennedy collected 

pictures representative of the “private but real and lived images” of Iranian women from 

the pre-Islamic through the contemporary periods.  These collages are composed of 

randomly cut strips of images depicting textiles, manuscript illuminations, architectural 

sites, and ancient artifacts.  Each strip is placed on wood panels of different heights and 

anchored with glass teardrops which represent the “tears of women’s feelings [thereby] 

secure[ing these] as real and lived experiences, contextualizing them both in time and in 
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space.” 63 The background of patterned textiles makes reference to the significant 

contribution women make to hand knotted carpets, woven kilims, and other crafted items, 

through the designs and personal knowledge they frequently pass on from mother to 

daughter.  Textiles have been the primary domain of women from small towns, rural 

areas, or who are part of various tribal groups.  According to information provided by 

Tajmah Mansouri, village women who made textiles such as kilims and carpets had 

control over all aspects of the production of these items, including managing the proceeds 

from their work, unless they decided to have a man take their kilims or carpets to other 

cities for sale.  In that case the male trader either bought the kilims or carpets outright, or 

took a portion of the money they fetched at market.64 Mrs. Mansouri, now in her 

seventies, is originally from Kashan and is now living in the United States.  Like her 

mother before her, who also supported her family by making carpets for sale, as a young 

woman Mrs. Mansouri was well known for the fine quality of her weaving.    

 Mrs. Mansouri describes the process of carpet making as follows: first, women 

asked merchants which carpet designs were selling best.65 Once they had this 

information they purchased a pattern, called a “map” by Mrs. Mansouri, in order to 
 
63 Kennedy, Personal interview, November 2001. 
 
64 Fatemeh E. Moghadam, “Commoditization of Sexuality and Female Labor Participation in Islam: 
Implications for Iran 1960-1990,  In the Eye of the Storm: Women in Post-Revolutionary Iran, ed. Mahnaz 
Afkhami and Erika Friel. 81-97 (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1994) 85.  See Moghadam for For a 
discussion of women’s contractual agreements and stipulations thereof . 
 
65 As with common business practice elsewhere, women like Mrs. Mansouri or her mother, who owned 
their own business, control all aspects of the production and dissemination of the goods produced by their 
own labor and the workers they employ.  However, one must distinguish between women owned small 
business, usually employing less than ten women weavers, to that of the large factories owned by men 
where large numbers of young children and women worked in very bad conditions, and certainly did not 
benefit from the fruit of their labor.    
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follow the design.  Having decided upon which “map” to use, other women were 

contracted with to produce the carpet which was then “sung” or chanted into existence.  

In this process a specific color, keyed to a particular word in the song or chant of the 

master woman weaver, is communicated to the other women weavers.66 

(2.4) 

66 Hengameh Fouladvand, E-mail to author, 25 July 2005. Hengameh Fouladvand obtained this information 
from her mother-in-law, Tajmah Mansouri, at my behest and communicated it to me.  Additionally, In the 
mid 1960s I personally witnessed this process in a village near Tehran.  According to Mrs. Mansouri this is 
the way in which all of the knotting was done in her city of Kashan and also in other areas where women 
made carpets.  That is, the master weaver chanted while standing behind the women seated on the floor in 
front of the loom.  If for any reason the master weaver had to leave the area the women themselves carried 
on with the chant which guided the placement of the colors for the design.   
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(2.5) 
Shredded History detail with Empress Farah and her daughter Leila (d.2001) 

 
Mothers and daughters are featured in the images above; in the first a 

manuscript illumination depicts a woman holding her daughter on her lap; the image 

above is a photograph of the Empress Farah Diba Pahlavi walking with her daughter 

Leila.67 

According to the artist, the photograph represents women’s hidden histories, 

“the aspect of the silence surrounding a significant portion of history— particularly 

women's history—in modern Iran.”68 

67 Jane Warr,  “Shah’s daughter found dead,” BBC News, 12 June 2001, 27 July 2005, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/1384283.stm, Leila Pahlavi (1970-2001) suffered with anorexia nervosa and 
depression.  She was found dead in her London hotel room on June 10, 2001, having overdosed on 
quinalbarbitone, used to treat insomnia.  
 
68 This silence, which Iranian poet Simin Bebahani says must be slain in “order to stay alive” particularly 
includes women’s private life. 
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Although women were granted suffrage, began teaching in greater numbers at the 

universities, were trained in new professions such as architecture and engineering, and 

were affected by changes in family and marriage laws before the revolution, the tendency 

has been to examine modern Iranian history, particularly in regards to women, through 

the lens of the 1979 revolution. 69 This was indeed a major event that had a significant 

impact on those inside and outside Iran.  However, through her Shredded History 

installation, Kennedy reminds her audience that Iran had a long history prior to the 

revolution—and there is much more to follow.  This artist insists that Iranian women, 

prior to the revolution, were active participants politically, socially and artistically 

throughout Iranian history just as they are today.70 Therefore, for Kennedy, it is 

important to remove the “silence” obscuring women’s multi-faceted histories and reveal 

their hidden contributions to Iran’s past.  

As Rumi points out in the poem I Became Diasporic Smoke, translated by 

Kennedy in 2002, becoming borderless is the process of leaving and learning.71 Exile is a 

 
69 For information about women in the art profession see footnote one, chapter one.  For a discussion 
women in the political processes, women and work, or the study of women in and the “marginalization of 
gender” see Paidar 1-172. 
 
70 Kennedy, Personal interview, October 2002. 
 
71 While Anne H. Betteridge correctly observes that the Persian literally translates into English as 
“scattered” rather than “diasporic,” Kennedy is following recent work in translation theory in which 
translation is “part of an ongoing process of intercultural transfer.” Susan Bassnett and Harish Trivedi. 
“Introduction: Of Colonies, Cannibals and Vernaculars” in Post-Colonial Translation: Theory and Practice 
1-18 (New York: Routledge, 1999) 2.  For information about the history of contemporary translation theory 
see Edwin Gentzler, Contemporary Translation Theories (New York: Routledge, 1993).  Furthermore, 
Kennedy is also moving among and between different language systems in her use of diaspora or diasporic 
rather than scattered.  That is, Kennedy moves from the Greek term “diaspien, from dia-, ‘across’ and –
sperien, ‘to sow or scatter seeds” to diaspora in her translation from Persian to Greek to English. For a 
discussion about the etymology of the term diaspora see Jana Evans Braziel and Anita Mannur “Nation, 
Migration, Golbalization: Points of Contention in Diaspora Studies” in Theorizing Diaspora: A Reader. 
Edited by Jana Evans Braziel and Anita Mannur 1-22 (Malden: Blackwell, 2003), 1.  Kennedy is adhering 
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borderless state of being and becoming, disappearing and reappearing, constructing and 

reconstructing what one can out of the experience itself – of exile and ghorbat.72 

I Became Diasporic Smoke 
Dood-e-para-kandeh shodam 
 
I was told to go 
Learn 
and become borderless 
I went 
I learned 
and 
became borderless 
 Rumi73 

For Kennedy, disaporic smoke describes the essential qualities of an individual’s 

experience of a rebirth or regeneration not bound by borders.  This installation, 

incorporating Rumi’s poem, demonstrates Kennedy’s aesthetic. Like the artist herself, 

this work is fluid and borderless.  In part, this is because of the particularity of the 

material she uses in its construction, and in part this is because of the dialogic interaction 

between the artist and her work.  Ultimately, artist and material, site and spectator, are 

transformed because of the way in which Kennedy manipulates the material of her 

installation.  The enactment of the experience of being dispersed and diffused across a 

borderless landscape is described through her performative action of the placement and 

displacement of each mirror.   

 
to the poetic nature of her installation, with which I Am Diasporic Smoke and Rumi’s poem is associated; 
rather than a literal translation, Kennedy’s must be seen in the context of adhering to the intent. Thus, 
Kennedy is using meaning rather than the literal translation.   
 
72 Kennedy, Personal interview, November 2002.  
 
73 Translated by Kendal Kennedy 2002. 
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Kennedy’s installations communicate different things to different viewers of her 

work.  For Iranian-Americans, steeped in the tradition of Medieval Persian poetry, the 

relationship of her installation to text is clear.  For others, not familiar with Hafez, Rumi 

or other poets, the work may not be understood in the same way.  Nevertheless, 

regardless of her audience, the ephemeral nature of her work conveys information about 

different degrees of being and becoming, of exile and diaspora. 

 

Shirin Neshat: Meta-Orientalism 
The space of transnationalism is elusive and elaborate.   

It is literal, symbolic, and political. 
 Laura J. Kuo74 

While Kendal Kennedy’s installations are directed towards the exile community, 

Shirin Neshat’s enormously successful work is primarily focused at a western audience.  

Depending upon the individual viewer these may be read “literal[ly], symbolical[ly], 

political[ly],” or transnationally, as a potential site of resistance, as Laura J. Kuo 

describes in her examination of Abdelali Dahrouch’s Desert Sin installation, which 

examines the U.S. invasions of Iraq in the first Gulf War and more recently in the 2003 

invasion. In the quote, Neshat’s split screen video installations, Turbulent (1998), 

Rapture (1999), and Fervor (2000), depict men and women in an imagined Middle 

Eastern location; in contrast, the women in the Women of Allah (1993-1997) series are in 

 
74 Kuo, Laura J, “Desert Sin, Revisited: Transnationalism, Interdependency, and Consciousness in the Art 
of Abdelali Dahrouch,” Third Text, 18.4, (2004) 231-246. 
 



51

ambiguous spaces.  These video installations divide male and female into separate 

spheres of ritualized cultural practices. But in contrast to the way Neshat’s video 

installations and her photographic series of inscribed women may have been interpreted 

before 9/11, for the viewer they are difficult to read post 9/11.  Whereas prior to the 

September 11th attack these images were often seen as exotic by their western viewers, 

post 9/11 American audiences may well interpret them differently, particularly since 

Neshat’s Women of Allah series frequently portrays a veiled woman with a weapon.  That 

is, after September 11th the meta-narrative, the narrative that many Americans tell 

themselves about Middle Eastern people, is one in which  Middle Eastern men are 

dangerous ideologues who embrace a skewed interpretation of Islam, and who hate 

freedom and seek to destroy American culture.75 At the same time, in this post 9/11 

narrative, Middle Eastern women are passive victims needing rescuing from abusive 

Middle Eastern men by the American military.   Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak describes 

this perception as brown women needing to be rescued by white men from brown men.76 

The problem with the Women of Allah photographs in particular is the conflation of 

Orientalist exoticism and implied violence.  Barbara A. Babcock in “The Story In The 

Story:  Metanarration in Folk Narrative” explains the metanarrative process: 

 
75 In many of his public speeches, or in answer to questions posed by the media, President George W. Bush 
and others in his administration state that terrorists (male) seek to destroy “our way of life.” The terrorists 
he refers to are from the Middle East.  The other part of the meta-narrative is that Middle Eastern men are 
passive, submissive, childlike and abused; the recipient of the action of others rather than taking action 
herself.  
76 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak,” Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture,. ed. Cary Nelson and 
Lawrence Grossberg 271-313 (Urbana: University of Illinois Pres, 1988). 
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. . . metanarration usually involves . . .a combined emphasis on the 
medium of communication, the channel; and the poetic function, the “set 
to the message” or attention to the message for its own sake.  . . .In 
metanarration the subject of discourse is the narrative itself and those 
elements by which it is constituted and communicated.77 

Thus, as Babcock explains, one sees a person, a photograph, a video of one who 

appears to be Middle Eastern, and one fills in all the blanks regarding the subject’s 

ideology, background and intent.   Neshat takes an earlier Orientalist stereotype and 

inverts it, thereby challenging the western viewer’s perception of Middle Eastern women. 

Lila Abu Lughod describes this perception as “cultural framing,” that is, the 

preoccupation in asking questions about the Middle East in terms of religious and cultural 

constructs, rather than through historical and political analysis which “prevents the 

serious exploration of the roots and nature of human suffering in this part of the world.” 

Lughod observes that the Bush Administration uses the cultural constructs of the Middle 

East to justify “the War against Terrorism.”  Lughod states 

Instead of questions that might lead to the exploration of global 
interconnections, we were offered ones that worked to artificially divide 
the world into separate spheres—recreating an imaginative geography of 
West versus East; Us versus Muslims; cultures in which First Ladies give 
speeches versus others where women shuffle around silently in burqas.

What troubles Abu Lughod about this construction of Muslim women in particular is the 

way in which “complex entanglements” are disregarded.  She questions why images of 

women are used to support American policy in ways not done previously.  

In her reference to a speech made by First Lady Laura Bush, Lughod writes 

Laura Bush’s radio address on November 17 revealed the political work 
such mobilization accomplished. . .There was a blurring of the very 

 
77 Babcock  68.  
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separate causes in Afghanistan of women’s continuing malnutrition, 
poverty, and ill health and their more recent exclusion under the Taliban 
from employment, schooling, and the joys of wearing nail polish.  On the 
other hand, her speech reinforced chiasmic divides, primarily between the 
“civilized people throughout the world” whose hearts break for the women 
and children of Afghanistan and the terrorist-and-the-Taliban, the cultural 
monsters who want to, as she put it, “impose their world on the rest of us.”   
 Most revealingly, the speech enlisted women to justify American 
bombing and intervention in Afghanistan and the “War on Terrorism” to 
which it was coupled. As Laura Bush said, “Because of our recent military 
gains in much of Afghanistan, women are no longer imprisoned in their 
homes. They can listen to music and teach their daughters without fear of 
punishment. The fight against terrorism is also a fight for the rights and 
dignity of women. world.”78 

Clearly, Neshat’s photographs in her Women of Allah series are images of Iranian 

women in chadors rather than Afghani women in the more concealing burqas. However, 

this is not a distinction that some of her audience will make.  Many people paint all 

Middle Eastern women with the same passive brush of oppression.  Since her debut with 

her Women of Allah photographic series in the 1994 exhibition Labyrinth of Exile, she 

has received much notice by art critics and has shown her work in many prestigious art 

shows in the United States and elsewhere.  Her work is complicated, subject to multiple 

interpretations by her audience, many of whom speculate about the messages embedded 

in the images without comprehending the plethora of possible meanings.  More often than 

not, these images are read as representing something about the “real” lived experience of 

Muslim women framed by Islamic discourse.  Carly Butler describes this as 

 . . . work that is almost impossible to disentangle from the baggage of  
 politics, nationality, and religion, not to mention the current post-colonial  
 
78 Lila Abu Lughod “Saving Muslim Women or Standing with Them?:  On Images, Ethics, and War in our Times,”  Insanyaat. 
(Spring 2003) 1.1  29 July 2005,  http:://www.aucegypt.edu/academic/insanayat/Issue%20I/I-article1.html. 
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theory that is destined to accompany it.  With Iranian women becoming an 
 increasingly exotic new art commodity (see the success of recent art star  
 Shirin Neshat, for example), there has been a danger of the “who”   
 superceding [sic] the “what,” with the novelty of “Iranian women making  
 art” becoming more important than critical discourse on “what” they are  
 producing.79 

79 Carly Butler, “Trans/Planting: Contemporary Art By Women From/In Iran,” Mix: The Etiquette Issue. 28.4  (2001) 50. 
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(2.6) 
For the viewer of Neshat’s early Women of Allah photographs, such as the Guardians of 

the Revolution, what is produced is a confusing portrayal of Middle Eastern women, 

especially since Neshat did not allow any textual explanation to accompany these images 

until the 1997 exhibition Women of Allah at Artspeak Gallery in Vancouver, British 
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Columbia.80 Susan Edelstein, the curator of the Canadian exhibition, writes about her 

first contact with Neshat’s work at the Venice Biennale:

Without textual translation I admit to my uneasiness at providing any type  
 of accurate reading of the work. What was this artist trying to tell the  
 viewer?  To what degree does my inability to read this language [covering  
 her face] affect my reading of the work?  Absorbed by the photographs,  
 seduced by these eyes, I admit to being manipulated by the images.  Again 
 and again I return to this little white room, just to look, just to find one  
 more clue.81 

Seeking Martyrdom Variation # 1 does not provide many clues for the viewer.  

Using herself as both subject and object in this photograph, wearing the chador 

Shirin Neshat faces her audience with a confrontational gaze.  She holds the rifle that 

penetrates this work, dividing it squarely in the middle.  Her face is covered with Persian 

script.82 According to Jacqueline Larson, who wrote the catalogue essay for the 

Canadian exhibition, western viewers coming into contact with Neshat’s photographs for 

the first time assume that the writing inscribed on the artist’s face, hands, or feet contain 

Islamic pronouncements circumscribing women’s behavior, thereby adding to the 

viewer’s confusion about how to read images of a woman wearing a chador, and holding 

a gun or rifle.  The ambiguity of the images has the potential of adding to the misreading 

of Islamic cultures by the western audience of Neshat’s work in particular. Thus, this 

artist, either unintentionally or by deliberate design, highlights the lack of knowledge and 

 
80 The Vancouver, B.C., exhibition dates were April 25 through June 7, 1997. 
 
81 Susan Edelstein, Shirin Neshat, Women of Allah (Exhibition Catalogue, May 1997) 2. 
 
82 Niazmand.  Personal interview, Spring, 1996. Niazmand observed that while the script Neshat used for 
most, not all, of her photographs was fragments of Iranian women’s poetry, even some Native Speakers 
have difficulty in deciphering it.  For Niazmand, the words “do not make sense,” as some “seem to be 
randomly placed.”   



57

understanding that many people in the west have of Islamic societies.  Hamid Dabashi 

observes:

Shirin Neshat is the artist of the space in-between, of suggestions and 
suppositions . . . she flirts with danger with flare. . . Shirin Neshat is the 
artist of the un/seen, of the not/shown, of the strongly-suggested, of 
“Who?-Me?-I-never-said-that!”. . . Neshat has singularly targeted the 
body as the site of her contestation. . . Her bodies are the sites of critical 
contestations with the cultures that create, seal, and sign them.83 

Middle Eastern women’s bodies are “create[d], seal[ed], and sign[ed]” through the veil 

which, for many westerners, represents their oppression, and for many Muslims implies 

their modesty, and for still others, particularly during the revolutionary period in Iran, 

represents resistance to western hegemony.84 There is much about the culturally 

determined practice of veiling that is not understood. To paraphrase a question posed by 

folklorist James Griffith in regards to material culture, what does one need to know about 

Middle Eastern cultures in order to interpret the work of Shirin Neshat?  That is, how 

much must her western audience know about variations in dress from one Islamic society 

 
83 Hamid Dabashi,  “Bordercrossings: Shirin Neshat’s Body of Evidence, Shirin Neshat, ed. Giorgio 
Verzotti. 36-59 (Milan: Edizioni Charta, 2002) 45.  In her August 14, 2000 interview with Susan 
Horsburgh (Time Europe) in response to a question about stereotypical images of Middle Eastern women, 
Neshat stated “I'm an artist so I'm not an activist. I don't have an agenda. I'm creating work simply to entice 
a dialog and that's all. I do tend to show the stereotype head on and then break it down. There's the 
stereotype about the women — they're all victims and submissive — and they're not. Slowly I subvert that 
image by showing in the most subtle and candid way how strong these women are.”  Nashat, Personal 
interview, October 1998.  In response to a question I asked regarding how she wished her audience to 
understand  her images of chador clad women with guns, Nashat asserted that it was “up to the viewer to 
decide what they saw.”  She indicated she was not conveying any political content in her work and that if 
her audience found any that was their own interpretation of the images.  Her discussions about her work 
have changed over time and, according to Anne H. Betteridge, who was present at a conference where 
Neshat discussed her video installations and earlier photographic images, it appears that she is now willing 
to talk about the images she constructs more directly in terms of content and interpretation.   
 
84 Betteridge 109-128. For information regarding the complicated issue of veiling or not veiling see 
Betteridge’s discussion of the issue as it related to the period of the Iranian revolution. 
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to the next?    After September 11th, how does her audience read the Women of Allah 

series of images of a veiled woman with a rifle?    

 The western eye is automatically drawn to the woman’s black chador, which is a 

bold metaphor for the American public’s assumption of the Middle Eastern female’s 

subjugation at the hands of her male counterpart.  For Americans, the chador is embedded 

with the stories they tell themselves about the private lives of Iranian women.  During the 

emotionally and politically charged atmosphere within the United States immediately 

following September 11th, during an October 5, 2001 airing of the Oprah Show entitled 

Islam 101, the veil became the central topic of discussion.  Oprah explained her purpose 

in broadcasting Islam 101:

Since our world was horribly shaken three weeks ago all eyes have 
focused on a part of the world and a set of beliefs that many of us know 
very little about.  We’re told that terrorism violates the teachings of Islam, 
but what is Islam?  Who are Muslims?  What are their practices?85 

In spite of Oprah Winfrey’s desire to educate her audience about Islamic beliefs and 

practices, according to Afra Jalabi, the discussion of the largely Muslim audience 

centered on veiling practices.  Jalabi describes Oprah as interested and open to what her 

guest expert, Muslim anthropologist Akbar Ahmed, and her largely Muslim audience had 

to say about religion and practice.  But as Jalabi writes 

 . . . did we discuss the meaning of being Muslim, or the problem of 
 violence, or even the rage caused by American foreign policy in the 
 region?  No, the Muslim audience had more pressing things to discuss.  
 The show proved to be a mirror of our intellectual bankruptcy, a mirror 

 
85 Oprah Winfrey, qtd in Afra Jalabi, “To Veil Or Not to Veil, That Is The Question,” Muslim Women’s 
League, November 2001, http://www.mwlusa.org/publications/others/hijab_oprah.html . 1
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of our true obsessions and fixations, after a quick discussion [about 
 Islam] . . . the show veered off to discuss women in Islam, particularly 
 the dress code.  . . . It seemed that the gender question in Islam had 
 become the central issue and what Muslim women wear the core of the 
 debate on Islam, both internally and externally.  
 

Jalabi expresses her frustration with the audience’s preoccupation with Muslim women’s 

attire “at the expense of the real paradigms that define Islam, its history and its universal 

values.” She continues: 

 It is truly sad to see a certain culturally and historically specific edict—
 with controversial roots and implications—becoming the raison d’être for 
 contemporary Muslims while the larger parameters of Islam and its 
 challenges are rendered into obscure shadows in the background.86 

Oprah’s largely Muslim audience’s post 9/11 preoccupation with Muslim 

women’s dress is understandable since wearing a scarf, or other forms of modest Islamic 

dress, marked women as Muslim during this politically charged time. Laila Al-Marayati 

and Semeen Issa in their January 20, 2002 opinion piece in The Los Angeles Times, “An 

Identity Reduced to a Burka,” describe an incident of western preoccupation with veiling 

in their description of a Feminist Majority Foundation member’s surprise when she 

requested a burka from the Muslim Women’s league for a photo shoot.  When told they 

did not have one she  

 . . . expressed surprise, as if she’d assumed that all Muslim women 
keep burkas in their closets in case a militant Islamist comes to dinner. She 
didn’t seem to understand that her assumption was the equivalent of 
assuming that every Latino has a Mexican sombrero in their closet.  We 
don’t mean to make light of the suffering of our sisters in Afghanistan, but 
the burka was—and is—not their major focus of concern.  Their priorities 
are more basic, like feeding their children, becoming literate and living 
free from violence. Nevertheless, recent articles in the western media 

 
86 Jalabi  November 2001 
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suggest the burka means everything to Muslim women, because they 
routinely express bewilderment at the fact that all Afghan women didn’t 
cast off their burkas when the Taliban was defeated.  The western press’ 
obsession with the dress of Muslim women is not surprising, however, 
since the press tends to view Muslims, in general, simplistically.  
Headlines in the mainstream media have reduced Muslim female identity 
to an article of clothing—“the veil.”87 

This tendency to “reduce Muslim female identity to an article of clothing” and the 

preoccupation of Oprah’s primarily Muslim audience’s preoccupation in this particular 

televised episode with Muslim women’s modest dress,  as well as the western fixation on 

this article of dress, can best be explained in terms of metanarration.  For western popular 

culture the veil is permeated with an all-encompassing story that provides the historical 

and social context of the woman who wears it.  Metanarratives make no allowances for 

the diversity of human experience.  In the postmodern world metanarratives have been 

used as a tool to justify various versions of “the truth.”  Thus the modestly attired Muslim 

woman is meta-Orientalized.  Therefore, in western discourse, the outer garment a veiled 

Muslim woman wears “is the narrative itself and those elements by which it is constituted 

and communicated.”88 

In juxtapositioning the western myth of the meta-Orientalized Iranian woman 

against reality, Iranian human rights activist and attorney Mehrangiz Kar highlights the 

discrepancy between the misperception and actuality of Middle Eastern women in terms 

of their private, social, and political lives: 

. . . the image of the Iranian woman in the course of the past one hundred 
years scarcely resembles the prototype of the Muslim woman as the world 

 
87 Laila Al-Marayati and Semeen Issa, “Identity Reduced to a Burka,” February 2004, 
http://www.latimes.com/news/printedition/opinion/la-000005034jan20.story .
88 Babcock  68.   
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usually perceives her.  The Iranian woman long ago left the seraglio and 
the seraglio mentality that was reminiscent of the setting for the tales of 
One Thousand and One Nights. She no longer submits to her fate without 
question and no longer has the sole objective of finding shelter and food 
within the walls of a wealthy man’s harem.  Instead, the typical Iranian 
woman is one who has participated in every political, economic, social 
and cultural challenge of the contemporary age. . . .  Two instances worth 
mentioning are the way women acted in the course of the revolutionary 
change in 1978-9 and the decisive role they played in the presidential 
elections of May 1997, when they actually foiled pre-arranged political 
changes and altered the predetermined course of events.89 

While Neshat’s Women of Allah series of photographs provides a new perspective 

on the construction of the “Oriental Other,” particularly in terms of the meta-Orientalist 

narrative, the centrality of the veil to her work, combined with the weapon positioned 

with the figure, continues to perpetuate the stereotypes engendered by prior examples of 

Orientalist works.   

 
89 Mehrangiz Kar, “Second class: The legal status of Iranian women,” The Iranian.com 18 April  2000, 30 
July 2005 http://www.iranian.com/Opinion/2000/April/Women/. This paper was presented November 1999 
at a conference organized by Dialogue and Action between the people of Iran and America (DAPIA) in 
Cyprus.  
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(2.7) 
Indeed, some of Neshat’s photographs, such as the one above, give an ambiguous 

message about agency to its viewer.  The face, covered in bits of texts written in Persian 

script, which is a letter written by a male soldier who survived battle during the Iran/Iraq 

war and who is haunted by his memory of his friend who was killed,  is divided in half 

and frozen in place.90 The pistol beside her cheek is partially concealed by dark cloth.  Is 

this gun which points towards the audience held by someone else?  Is the figure somehow 

holding it in place?  What is this woman thinking? Nevertheless, without more 

 
90 Niazmand, Personal interview, Fall 2002.  Haleh Niazmand. among other Iranian artists, insists that the 
writings on Neshat’s face “make no sense” when read.  Niazmand has seen reproductions of Neshat’s work 
and attempted to translate the writings that Neshat uses in her art.  She again reiterated this statement on 
July 8, 2005.  To the contrary, see Shiva Balaghi, “Representations of Gender and Modernity in 
Contemporary Iranian Art,” Barakat Trust Conference Contemporary Iranian Art, Kellogg College, Oxford 
University, 11 July  2005.  Balaghi asserts that in this particular image the letter is easily read.  
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information one must assume that the woman depicted in Speechless is directly involved 

with the gun. 

 In her article entitled “After-Images of a Revolution,” Negar Mottahedeh recounts 

Neshat’s statement made at the 2002 Society for Iranian Studies meeting: 

 [Neshat] said at the meeting that she considers herself a nomadic artist  
 whose lifestyle informs her art.  Though the images she has portrayed in  
 still photography and on 16mm film generally depict Iranian subjects, she  
 claims that her work is not a social critique of Iran, but rather her own  
 inquiry into Iranian culture as it changed after the Islamic Revolution of  
 1979. Arguing that the artist’s responsibility is neither to validate nor to  
 critique social and political ideas, she sees her art as a way of constructing  
 a relationship to her own country of birth from the outside.91 

Other Iranian-American artists, such as Haleh Niazmand, whose art invites her 

viewers to examine issues through a political lens, find Neshat’s work particularly 

troubling. Niazmand writes: 

 This prolific artist insists she does not intend to really comment on Iran  
 and that she stands outside politics.  Yet she supplies the art world with  
 politically charged representations of Iranian culture  reduced to its  
 Islamic character in the most simplistic and anti-analytical fashion, much  
 along the Orientalist line of thought that has historically justified targeting  
 of the country and its culture by Western imperialism.  The claim of  
 absence of viewpoint here at the very least exposes opportunist and  
 exploitative positions that offer to her uncritical and unsuspecting   
 audiences an “artistic” version of the same ideological stuff that they have  
 been fed by mainstream media for decades.92 

Niazmand’s frustration is shared by many Iranian women in the art community  

but usually is not voiced so openly.  Their primary concern is that this type of image 

contributes to western perceptions of the Middle Eastern woman as passive yet 

 
91 Negar Mottahedeh, “After-Images of a Revolution,” Radical History Review 86 (2003): 183-92. 
 
92 Niazmand,  “Neshat, the Friendly Other,”  Fuse Magazine: Shifting the Frame, 28.1 (18-19).  Niazmand 
was also “unable to make sense of   the writing” on Guardians of the Revolution. 
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dangerous, veiled and exotic. Neshat’s meta-Orientalist constructions leave her audience 

with more questions than answers. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
Haleh Niazmand: Embodied Narratives 

 
Atafeh’s Execution 

She was a tired girl trapped in a woman's mind. 
Thinking of cigarettes and sex on tender afternoons. . . . 

 Persis M. Karim93 

(3.1) 
Situated against a stark white painted brick wall, the life size figure faces forward.  

She is entirely covered in the black cloth of the chador, held together by crimson colored 

rope.  According to the artist, Haleh Niazmand, this represents her bloodied entrails.  The 

set of scales in front, one side weighted down with more of the red rope, symbolizes the 

 
9393 Karim, “Atefeh’s execution,” The Iranian.com, 8 March 2005, 4 April 2005, 
http://www.iranian.com/Persis/Atefeh/index.html .
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crimes for which she will be judged and found guilty.  Her legs and feet are not defined 

and indicate her immobility.  She is the faceless, silenced woman. 

After the first heady days following the Shah’s departure, the mood among young 

women activists such as Haleh Niazmand changed from exuberance to grave concern as 

conditions pertaining to the status of women under the new Islamic regime became more 

restrictive and uncertain. Shortly after Khomeini’s arrival, women’s working conditions 

changed.  For example, women were prohibited from serving as judges until 1992, when 

women were allowed to act as assistant judges, but not allowed to pass judgment, in 

courts hearing divorce cases.94 The Family Protection Act was reversed thereby reducing 

the legal age of marriage for girls from eighteen to thirteen years of age, restrictions on 

polygamy were lifted and men were again given full custodial rights over children. 

 Within the first month of Ayatollah Khomeini’s arrival in Tehran, laws providing 

protection for women were dismantled; political activists, members of religious groups 

such as the Bahai,’ men and women in positions of authority, minority groups deemed 

suspicious by the new regime, women and girls who did not adhere to the prescribed 

dress code for women, and those turned into the authorities for personal gain were 
 
94 Parvin Paidar, Women and the political process in twentieth-century Iran, (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995) 144, 154.  Iranian women were not accorded the right to vote until 1963, women 
were not allowed to initiate divorce until 1967.  Afshar 115-127.  For information regarding women in the 
judiciary see Afshar who asserts that “At its inception, the Islamic government sought to remove women 
from all legal practice and the judiciary.  Within a year of coming to power, Khomeini had sacked all 
women judges, declared their judicial ranks, earned through years of service, to be null and void and 
excluded women from the Faculty of Law.  Officially he discontinued legal practices by women.  Yet, 
Iranian women lawyers refused to be marginalized.  Women had had access to the Faculty of Law since it 
was set up in 1932 and formed an important part of the legal system before the revolution.  After the 
revolution some continued to practice in their husband’s, sons, or brother’s name; others worked as legal 
advisers to companies and all continued to fight for re-entry to the formal judicial domain.  Furthermore 
from the early post-revolutionary days, women Majlis representatives were determined to alter the laws and 
maintain a place for women within the judiciary and ensure a fairer treatment of women by the law” (116). 
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arrested.  For example, Mrs. Seyhoun, the first woman to open an art gallery in Tehran 

and still a significant patron of new Iranian artists, told me that she was reported for 

supposedly suspicious behavior to the authorities by a young man working in her 

household. She was initially given a severe beating and left for dead.  Some time 

afterwards, when she was found badly injured but still alive inside her house, she was 

promptly arrested and imprisoned. Many of the artworks belonging to her were 

confiscated, destroyed, or sold openly on the black market.95 Although Haleh Niazmand 

did not have contact with Mrs. Seyhoun, her family’s friends included writers who were 

also imprisoned on the basis of reports by unscrupulous people who were primarily 

interested in confiscating the property of those they turned over to the authorities.96 Many 

girls, held as political prisoners in the early years following the revolution, were 

reportedly raped prior to their executions because of the belief by some prison guards that 

killing a virgin was considered a sin in Islamic tradition.97 

As the situation inside the country worsened, many people tried to leave.  Some 

traveled overland to the north and from there west to Turkey in spite of the extremely 

 
95 Mrs. Seyhoun, Personal interview, Tehran, Iran, Spring 2001.  Mrs. Seyhoun told me that she was never 
informed as to the precise charges against her.  Ail Sadr informed me that following Mrs. Seyhoun’s arrest 
he saw artwork belonging to Mrs. Seyhoun for sale. Sadr, 2001.  While Paidar in her text does not mention 
Mrs. Seyhoun’s arrest and imprisonment and the misappropriation of her property, Paidar does describe 
occurrences such as this as a widespread practice: “The revolutionary committees  . . . [served] as an 
alternative security force to preserve order, prevent ‘counter-revolutionary’ activities in the locality, guard 
important public buildings and watch out for ‘un-Islamic’ behavior.  The committees set up road blocks and 
checkpoints in the streets, searched houses, arrested and imprisoned suspects and confiscated property” 
(225). 
 
96 Niazmand, Personal interview, Summer 2001. 
 
97 Paidar  347. Paidar writes that female political prisoners “faced hideous tortures of a sexual nature.  The 
catalogue of the physical and mental torture . . . included molestation, gang rape, deflowering of virgins on 
the eve of their execution, execution of pregnant women and girls as young as 9 years old.”  
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hazardous conditions which included military patrols, bands of thieves, and weather 

conditions that could be quite dangerous in the mountain areas during the winter months. 

This is the route that Niazmand herself used to escape from Iran.  Several years after the 

revolution Niazmand’s family, fearing for her safety because of her active involvement in 

socialist groups, helped her travel through north western Iran into Turkey.  She lived in 

Turkey for several difficult years before marrying an American and moving to the United 

States.98 

In the United States, Niazmand studied art and produced a body of work based on 

experiences shared by many Iranian Shi’i Muslim women before and after the revolution.  

Indeed, many of the narratives contained within her installations stem from the stories of 

women in her family, including her grandmother.  Her mixed media constructions feature 

wood, canvas, fabric, beads, copper and other metals, decorative iron, and found objects, 

which subtly expand the narrative content of each work.  With these materials Niazmand 

created installations with complex narratives about veiling, chastity, marriage, and 

women’s religious practices.                      

 

98 Niazmand, Personal interview, Spring, 1995, Niazmand, Personal interview, Fall, 2001.  During these 
interviews, in discussions that included factors that contributed to  Niazmand’s decision to leave Iran, she 
spoke of the horrific treatment female political prisoners suffered in Iran, Niazmand, as well as other 
Iranian-American women, in formal and informal interviews have discussed the practice of raping virgins 
prior to their execution in post-revolutionary Iran. 
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(3.2) 

Khaneh Bakht (House of Destiny)99 1995 
Mixed Media Installation 8 ft. x 16 ft. x 41 in. 

 
Khaneh Bakht translates into English as House of Destiny. However, bakht is a 

complex term connoting luck, fortune, fate, and all that is pre-destined. This installation 

is a complicated narrative about the practice of making marital arrangements for girls not 

yet in their teens. It is presented as three connected segments and, like other Persian texts, 

is read from right to left. Embedded in the narrative is the information about the 

contractual arrangements for marriage such as the mahr determined by the bride’s family.  

Mahr is the portion of the marriage payment100 made to the bride by the groom, 

 
99 Niazmand, personal interview, Fall 1995.  Although bakht is commonly translated as luck, for the 
purpose of naming this work, Niazmand preferred to translate bakht as destiny, which, in her opinion, more 
correctly captured the meaning of her work. 
 
100 This marriage payment is usually awarded upon her divorce or the death of her husband.  It serves as an 
insurance policy.  Unlike the western dowry, money and/or property that the bride’s family gives to the 
groom at the time of the marriage, the mahr is money and property (the amount of which is determined by 
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specifically the amount of goods to be given in exchange for the issuance of her blood as 

proof of her chastity, when the marriage is consummated. While the amount can vary, it 

is often recommended that this be in a form that will increase in value over time so that 

the bride has some financial security in case of any later marital problems.  Typically the 

major portion of mahr is paid if the woman is divorced by her husband; it functions as a 

type of insurance against the day that he might decide to put her aside.101 Other financial 

areas the husband is responsible for include all household expenses (nafaqeh).  Therefore, 

money she earns may be put to whatever use she wishes, and any property she enters the 

marriage with remains hers and not under her husband’s control.102 

On the right a panel the color of bruised flesh supports a narrow shelf above eye-

level. This holds several small canvas bags, some full, others half empty.  These represent 

dry goods presented to the bride’s family by the groom, as part of the mahr. Included on 

the shelf holding the canvas bags is an oil lamp, similar to those used in rural areas, and a 

small doll wearing a dress and a headscarf instead of an all-encompassing chador, the 

same type of clothing worn by some women in the northern provinces, a reference to the 

artist’s place of birth in Rasht, Iran. Similar faceless dolls were made in the late 1970s for 

Iranian children.  Here Niazmand is playing with the portrayal of the bride’s 

youthfulness; a girl young enough to play with dolls—or to be the groom’s toy. 
 
the bride’s family), that is held in trust for her in the event that the marriage is dissolved.  Additionally, 
jewelry and dry goods are given to the bride at the time of her marriage. 
 
101Afshar, 131-33.  Afshar explains the commericial exchange and the physical obligations of each.  That is, 
what is exchanged with mahr is her sexual service to her husband who also is expected to satisfy her sexual 
needs.  If he fails to do so she may seek an annulment of the marriage.  If she seeks satisfaction outside 
marriage because her husband is impotent - she is not subject to punishment for adultery.  
 
102Afshar, 128-139. See Afshar’s complete discussion about marriage and contractual arrangements. 
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Visually toying with the terms for doll and bride (arrusak and arrus), because of 

their close linguistic relationship, Niazmand’s construction is both a mirror image of the 

bride and a pedagogical tool reflecting appropriate feminine attire, demeanor, and purity.  

According to the artist, the doll’s genital area is red tinged indicating that the bride’s 

intact hymen has been exchanged for the rice, beans, sugar, and other dry goods 

contained in the canvas bags.103 

The center segment is a shallow green cabinet in which a small white dress that 

would fit a ten year old hangs above a cascade of white tulle fabric.  After the revolution 

the official marriage age for a girl was reduced from eighteen to nine years but, with 

parental consent, some marry earlier.104 Women sometimes describe their age at 

marriage by saying “I was still of the age to play with dolls,” a statement echoed in both 

the dress and the doll on the shelf to the right.  In the final segment to the left of the green 

cabinet, a cradle containing a tiny Iranian style quilt hangs suspended in front of a pink 

flesh colored encaustic panel.  The cradle is a reminder of the purpose of the marriage – 

to produce an heir.  If she does not have a child, particularly a male child, this bride may 

be cast aside. 

The entire installation is held together by a frame which is the same shade of 

green as Niazmand used for the cradle and for the cabinet holding the small bridal dress.  

This particular color is a reference to both popular and religious Shi’i culture.  In the 
 
103 Niazmand Spring 1995. 
104 The change in the law which lowered the eligible age of marriage was instituted on May 1, 1979, within 
months of Ayatollah Khomeini’s consolidation of power.  According to Afshar, Immediately after the 
revolution the eligible age of marriage for girls was lowered to nine. “But in an extraordinarily retrograde 
move even this lower age limit was removed.  The 1991 revised Article 1041 of the Civil Code removed all 
age barriers for girls and made it legitimate for pre-pubscent girls to be married provided the guardian 
agrees and decides that to do so world be in the interest of his charge” (142).   
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Persian language sabz (green) signifies the color, greens that are eaten, and also growth 

and regeneration.  Additionally is it the color worn by the Sayyid, descendents of the 

Prophet Muhammad, including the artist, through his daughter Fatima and her husband 

‘Ali ibn Abi Talib.  

 Using concrete elements of the traditional Iranian contractual marriage, Niazmand 

discusses the exile from childhood a pre-pubescent girl might feel when she is exchanged 

in marriage with the expectation that, at some point, she will produce a male heir.  The 

rough background and inelegance of the piece are a stark contrast to the romanticized 

western notion of marriage and, while not necessarily an indictment of Iranian / Islamic 

contractual marriage, certainly a statement about the harshness of requiring girls who are 

still children to acquiesce to such an arrangement.  The long term effects on the girl 

concerned can be profound.  Indeed, Niazmand has described her grandmother’s 

continuing resentment against her long dead mother for having forced her into a marriage 

when she was very young.  

 Whereas the contractual arrangements of marriage are portrayed in the installation 

Khaneh Bakht (House of Destiny), Haleh Niazmand’s work entitled Shab Hijle (Night of 

the Bride) refers specifically to the required documentation of the bride’s virginity at the 

time of her marriage. Shab Hijle is a complex Persian term signifying the wedding night, 

the first sexual penetration of the bride by the groom, and the specially prepared space 

within which this occurs.  The honor of the bride’s family rests on proof of her virginity, 
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which can only be demonstrated by the issue of her blood, resulting from this first 

intercourse, onto a small white cloth not much larger than a handkerchief.105 

In her memoir, Journey from the Land of No: A Girlhood Caught in 

Revolutionary Iran, Roya Hakakian describes the anxiety caused by the bridegroom’s 

doubt following her cousin’s bridal night:  

 At 7:A.M. on the day after Farah’s wedding, there was a loud  
 knock on our door.  Seconds later I heard Aunt Zarrin whispering an  
 apology to Mother in the hallway. “Forgive me, dear Helen.  Forgive me.”  
 Her voice was grave.  She seemed to be pleading for absolution.   
 Mother hushed her and guided her to the room behind mine.  The  
 divider that separated the two rooms was not fully closed.  Through the  
 opening, I saw Aunt Zarrin dressed in slippers and a misbuttoned coat.   
 Half her head had kept the puffy wedding hairdo, the other half was  
 flat.  . . . “Must go to the bridegroom hotel now.  Come with me! . . . Farah 
 and Jahan. . . in bed. . .deed done. . . the  bloodstain small . . .very  
 small . . . too small . . . not enough at all . . .  suspicions. . .Farah’s virtue. . 
. ruin. . . the family’s honor. . . ruin . . . ruin. . . “  
 Finally it was clear: After making love to Farah, Jahan became  
 suspicious of her virtue.  The size of the bloodstain, the proof of her  
 virginity, did not satisfy him. . .  
 At dawn he had called his mother with the news, and she was on  
 her way to the hotel.  So was a forensic doctor who would examine Farah  
 and the stain (Hakakian). 86-87.106 

Because the doctor summoned by the family validated the stain, the honor of the bride’s 

family was maintained.  However, had the medical opinion been otherwise the family 

honor would have been besmirched and, in many instances, particularly in rural areas of 

the Middle East, could only have been salvaged through honor killing - - the killing of the 

bride by her brothers and father. 
 
105 Traditionally the blood stained white cloth would be displayed to the family and invited guests 
immediately after intercourse was completed.  The cloth would be passed from the bridegroom to the 
family waiting outside the bedroom door so that the bride’s virginity could be publicly verified.   
106 Roya Hakakian,  Journey from the Land of No: A Girlhood Caught in Revolutionary Iran (New York: 
Crown Publishers) 2004. 
 



74

Haleh Niazmand’s installation, Shab Hijle (Night of the Bride), is a shallow 

cabinet the size of a double bed that hangs on chains in front of the wall; when open, the 

cabinet portrays the site of the bride’s defloration, and the bloodstains which are the 

visual confirmation of her virginity.  

 

(3.3) 
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(3.4) 

In the center panel of the open cabinet, set against an encaustic background of what 

appears to be bloodied, torn and bruised flesh, are two long childlike braids held at the 

top by the white satin material worn by brides, and tied at each end with ribbon.  Many 

Iranian girls wear their hair braided like this on their consummation night.107 The quilted 

panels to the right and left of the center are covered with turquoise satin framed by coffee 

colored lace.  The turquoise fabric is quilted with a pattern representing vaginal forms.   

 Turquoise, an important color in Iranian popular culture, is significant in this 

work because it represents protection.  In fact, many Iranians place blue beads in an 

infant’s cradle because these are thought effective in warding off the evil eye (cheshmeh 

bad).  Blue ceramic beads are also attached to harnesses of horses, donkeys and camels 
 
107 I deliberately use the term consummation night in reference to the night of the defloration of the bride 
because it is not uncommon for this to occur sometime after the date of the wedding, particularly if she is 
very young or if the marriage is by proxy. 
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for the same reason.  Turquoise is also the color of many of the domes and doorways of 

Iranian mosques.  

 When the piece is closed the viewer sees what appears to be a chest covered with 

strips of old copper with a mottled turquoise patina.  But because it is designed as an 

interactive work when it is understood and experienced in its entirety by a viewer, the 

total effect of Shab Hijle is shocking. In order to apprehend it completely, the spectator 

must physically take hold of each of the doors and open them. While this takes place the 

installation should be still and compliant. However, since this installation hangs 

suspended with chains from the ceiling, it is not stationary.  Indeed, it moves the moment 

it is grasped thereby replicating the deliberate or involuntary resistance of the bride to her 

penetration by the groom.108 

Anthropologist Mary Hegland, who compiled narratives of Iranian women living 

in California, including descriptions of “early marriages, sex forced on brides and wives,” 

recorded the account of a woman who had been married at age twelve to a man who was 

thirty.  On her bride night she managed to evade her husband’s touch by running around 

the bridal chamber.  But eventually the groom became frustrated and called for one of the 

women waiting outside the door to come in to assist.  She did so by restraining the bride 

so that her legs could be held open and the groom could then consummate the 

marriage.109 

108 The Persian term for the defloration of the bride is pardeh bekarat translated as to tear or part the curtain.  
The “curtain” is the bride’s hymen. Here Niazmand again plays with visual and linguistic codes in this 
installation in the same way as she did in Khaneh Bakht, described earlier. 
109 Mary Hegland, “Narratives and the Relations Between Self and Society: Iranian Women Produce 
Meanings,” Southwestern Anthropological Association Convention, Berkeley, California, April 9-11, 1992.  
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Other women have less traumatic experiences on their wedding nights.  For 

example, I was told the following information by the aunt of a friend of mine.  This 

woman was a nine year old child when she was married to a man twenty-five years her 

senior, a fairly common age difference between bride and groom when she was married.  

She described herself to me as being so small that she was still “lifted into bed” by her 

nanny because she could not climb onto it by herself.  On her bride night she was placed 

on the bed by her nanny who told her to do whatever the man said.  Then she was left 

alone in the room and the bridegroom entered.  He placed a doll next to this little bride 

and told her that he wanted her to “play like a child” for awhile longer, and he left the 

room.  This particular marriage was not consummated till my friend’s aunt was around 

fifteen years of age.110 

Following the 1979 Iranian revolution, in addition to changes regarding the legal 

marriageable age for girls, polygamy was once again sanctioned by law. So too was the 

Shi’i Muslim practice of temporary marriage, siqeh, a contractual arrangement which 

lasts for a specified length of time and is designed to allow for sexual relations for those 

who do not desire, or have no need of, a longer formal arrangement.  For example, 

traditionally a temporary marriage allows the male traveler to have sexual access to a 

woman without violating Islamic proscriptions against unmarried sex.  This was 

particularly important in earlier periods before the advent of modern forms of 

transportation, when travelers could be gone for months or longer.  The benefit of a 

temporary marriage for women is debatable but presumably this assures that women 

 
110 Personal communication, Tehran, Iran, 1961.  This was told to me in 1961 by my friend’s aunt. 
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already sexually awakened, such as divorced or widowed women, will not sink into the 

sin of unauthorized sexual contact.111 For others a temporary marriage may prove 

financially helpful for their families in terms of any compensation included in the 

contract.  Both temporary marriage and polygamy are seen as sometimes necessary, but 

not necessarily desirable, by traditional Muslim clerics, presumably because of the way 

these arrangements can sometimes complicate existing marital arrangements.  For 

example, while technically a man can not take an additional wife unless the first wife 

gives her permission, if she is not inclined to do so he may decide on a temporary 

arrangement and then later attempt to have this authorized by the court system.  Or he 

may just marry and bring the additional wife into the household without seeking his first 

wife’s permission beforehand.112 

Because multiple wives are supposed to be treated equally by their husband, this 

can create a significant financial burden. Each should have comparable residential 

quarters and equal access to their husband and his affection.  While there may be a 

number of reasons why the first wife might give permission for the addition of another 

wife, the primary one might be related to the issue of children.  For example, if the first 

wife is barren, or has produced no male heir, she may agree to a second wife in order to 

minimize the likelihood of being displaced through divorce.  In rural areas additional 

 
111 M. Yousef, Personal communication with the author, 1990. One of my conservative Iraqi Shi’i friends, 
who had been deserted by her husband and left to fend for herself in the United States, practiced temporary 
marriage as a way to have close male companionship without either violating her strongly held religious 
principles or bringing dishonor to her family should they become aware of the resumption of her sexual 
activity. 
 
112 Shahla Haeri, Temporary Marriage in Shi’i Iran (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press) 1994.  See Haeri 
for a comprehensive examination of temporary marriage in Iran. 
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wives may be very helpful in terms of assisting with the tasks that need to be done, 

including taking care of chickens and small livestock, cooking and housekeeping.  

Nevertheless, polygamy is not the preferred option for many, since the likelihood of 

creating more problems in the family system is increased. 

 The issues surrounding contemporary practices of polygamy and required dress 

codes for Iranian women are very complicated in terms of the perception of those who 

are outside Iranian culture, and in regards to the application of these practices inside Iran.  

According to social anthropologist Ziba Mir-Hosseini, who interviewed Muslim clerics 

as well as others for her research on Islamic jurisprudence and the discourse on women: 

[I find], on the basis of my own research in courts, that polygamy is indeed 
painful and difficult for women.  Although the incidence isn’t high in [Iranian] 
society (according to official statistics, 1 percent of marriages), it causes over 20 
percent of all divorces.  This is a kind of marital problem where the court has 
difficulty in bringing about a reconciliation: the marital crisis is often terminated 
by the husband divorcing one of his two wives.  Many women are subject to 
polygamy and accept it, because the shari˚a allows it. 113 

A visual statement about polygamy and enforced veiling is made in Niazmand’s 

installation entitled Hijab (Veiled), made from a variety of materials including canvas, 

pigment, fabric and metal.  Like many of this artist’s other works, encaustic is used as the 

medium to indicate the flesh under a thin black gauze material representing a veil.  Four 

feminine ovals, representing individual women encased in a metal apparatus like a 

chastity belt, complete with a little padlock, are lined up beside each other. 

113 Mir-Hosseini 120. 
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(3.5) 

(3.6) 

 

Niazmand constructed this part of the installation in this manner in order to 

specifically indicate to her Western audience that women are required by custom and 

decree to be sexually accessible to their husbands only, and that control of women’s 

sexuality is of primary concern within much of the Iranian culture.  Niazmand takes 

artistic license in adding the chastity belt to the feminine forms because this Medieval 

apparatus was a European invention used only in the West.  The entire installation is 

covered with a filmy black cloth representing veiling.  To the right is a female figure 

enclosed in a shrine, padlocked on one side.   
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(3.7) 

 

According to the artist, because this figure was misread as a phallic symbol by 

many who saw the exhibition at a gallery in Tucson, she eventually removed the wrapped 

figure. But, from the Iranian perspective, the removal/absence of this form alters the 

installation in an unexpected way since the metal frame encasing it can also be read as a 

religious site – where Iranian women petition a saint in the form of written prayers on 

small pieces of paper, or cloth attached to the sides of the frame (zarih), marking the 

burial place of the saint. When full, the figure inside conveys the idea of a sacred 

feminine principle.  But when empty, this part of the overall installation is poignantly 

ambiguous, appearing not quite connected to the rest of the work.   
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(3.8) 

The life sized figure in Haleh Niazmand’s mixed media installation, seen above, was the 

artist’s response to reports of increased incidents of the stoning of women in Iran during 

the 1980s and 1990s.114 Although this punishment appeared to subside there still were 

“at least two cases in 2001 and several others in 2002.”115 Niazmand’s bound figure 

stands near a set of scales.  She waits for the judgment to be levied against her by male 

authorities. On December 27, 2002, Jim Muir, BBC correspondent in Tehran, reported 

that the head of the Iranian judiciary in Iran had decreed that judges were no longer to 

 
114 Niazmand, Personal interview Spring 1995. 
 
115 “Iranian Women Challenge Stoning,” CBS News, 13 December 2002, 5 May 2004, Tehran, Iran 
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2002/12/13/world/printable532969.shtml.
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“implement the sentence.”  But in 2004 a man in Qazvin, Iran was sentenced to “80 

lashes and 10 years imprisonment to be followed by execution by stoning.” 116 

In her poem Atafeh’s Execution, Persis Karim offers a memorial to a young 

Iranian woman caught between the religious regulation of women’s sexuality and her 

own history of mental illness, which made her especially vulnerable to changes in the law 

after the revolution.  

 She was a tired girl trapped in a woman's mind. 
 Thinking of cigarettes and sex on tender afternoons. 
 She couldn't help herself. Her anger at injustice 
 Resided at the tip of her tongue, in the color of her lips. 

 First she gave herself to the boy next door, 
 Then later, to a man twice her age. 
 The reports say she was mentally incompetent. 
 When she faced the judges, for "acts incompatible with chastity" 
 Her quiet state of madness grew darker. 
 She spoke against her accusers, lashing her tongue 
 100 times against the body of men 
 wrapped in white cloth and holiness. 

 Weeks later her body hung from a rope 
 Tied to the bough of a chestnut tree at Neka Square. 
 Beneath the black folds of cloth that would erase her, 
 The citizens passing by saw the scorn in her past-
virgin 
 Face. They made themselves feel better by 
speaking 
 under their breath. 
 She was a whore, a temptress, a victimizer of men. 

 That night her body lay in the hot, humid  
 ground. 
 Someone, perhaps the men, dug her up, 
 
116 “Iran: Lives in the balance: an open appeal to Iran’s judicial authorities,” Amnesty Internationa, Public 
Statement, 24 December 2004, 5 January 2005, http://web.amnesty.org/library/print/ENGMDE130552004 .
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Fearful that her skin and bones 
 Might eat away at the earth 
 where mortal saviors walk. 

 She has risen again, some say. 
 Given her body over to the flight 
 Of souls, to watchful eyes                                Photograph of Atafeh Rajabi 
 That entreat us to remember 
 The body from where we came.                                

 For Atafeh Rajabi, age 16, executed in Iran, August 15, 2004

On August 15, 2004, her death sentence having been upheld by the Supreme 

Court, sixteen year old Atafeh Rajabi was hanged in the public square in Neka, a small 

town near the Caspian Sea located in the northern Iranian province of Mazandaran, for 

“acts incompatible with chastity” (amal-e-manafe-ye ‘ofat).  The noose around her neck 

was placed there by the same lower court judge who had issued her sentence.  Atafeh, 

alleged to have been mentally ill at the time of her crime and during her trial, was not 

represented by counsel during the court proceedings.  Her unmarried male co-defendant 

was released after his sentence of 100 lashes was reportedly executed.117 Atafeh’s body 

hung on display for several hours before being buried that evening.  Later that night 

unknown persons removed her body from her grave.  Although her family lodged a 

complaint her body has not been recovered.118 

117 The punishment for a woman found guilty of sexual misconduct is invariably greater than that of males 
since hers is perceived as the larger offense.   
118 “Iran: Woman to Be Buried Up to Chest and Stoned to Death In The Next Five Days, Amnesty 
International, Public Statement, 13 December 2004, 5 January 2005 
http://www.amnesty.org.uk/news/press/15825.shtml .



85

While death by hanging is one method of punishment for sexual transgression, 

with the establishment of Islamic law since the 1979 Iranian revolution, death by stoning 

has probably been employed more often, particularly in rural areas.119 The rules for 

stoning are very specific.  For example, women are buried in dirt to their breasts and men 

to their waists.120 The Iranian Penal Code is quite clear about the manner of the 

execution and types of stones which should be used. According to Article 104 of the 

Penal Code, in regards to the punishment for adultery, the stones used should “not be 

large enough to kill the person by one or two strikes, nor should they be so small that 

they could not be defined as stones.”121 The stones are hurled one by one towards the 

head of the accused till s/he dies.  Clearly, this punishment is designed to inflict a great 

amount of psychological and physical suffering prior to death.  Afterwards the victim’s 

body is sometimes left where it is until consumed by animals and insects. Presumably, 

leaving the body out to be seen serves as a warning to others who might be contemplating 

unauthorized sexual contact. 

 
119 However, since little is available in terms of statistical information much information is anecdotal.  An 
exception to this is the film of an actual stoning in the northern part of Iran, documented by a resistance 
group, and smuggled out of the country.  Portions of this horrific event were later incorporated into a 
hypermedia CD-ROM entitled Of Shifting Shadows (2000), written, directed and produced by Toronto 
based Iranian artist Gita Hashemi. Little information is available in terms of incidence, particularly in rural 
areas where this sentence may have been meted out more frequently. It must be noted that Iran is only one 
country in which stoning occurs.  Other cases, including some well publicized, have been documented in 
the Middle East, Pakistan, and North Africa. 

 
120 Article 102 of the penal code.  Also see Freidoune Sahebjam, The Stoning of Soroya M. trans. Richard 
Seaver (New York: Arcade Publishing, 1990). 
121 Amnesty International  13 December 2005. 
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In discussing these accounts of authorized stonings and floggings it is important 

to acknowledge that these sentences are determined by a group of radically conservative 

Islamist judges and often executed in rural areas away from intense media scrutiny.  

Nevertheless, information about these practices does leak out.  Indeed, it was because of 

negative international press reports about particular cases of stoning that gave some 

women members of the Iranian Parliament the ammunition needed to actively campaign 

against this practice, “arguing that it is not a clear-cut Koranic prescription.” 122 

The situation for Iranian women, particularly for those who were politically active 

during and after the overthrow of the Pahlavi regime, was grim after the revolution.  

Many were rounded up, imprisoned, experienced rape as an institutionally sanctioned 

practice, and killed.  Occasionally some escaped by leaving Iran and seeking asylum in 

other countries.  For those who stayed, as well as for those who left, the turbulent years 

immediately following the revolution sometimes sparked an intensification of their 

individual understanding of political consciousness and the necessity of engaging in 

political action regardless of the possibility of personal cost.   

 The desire to make sense of those early post revolutionary years led some, like 

Haleh Niazmand, to construct art reflective of women’s personal experience on its most 

basic level.  That is, to create installations embedded with narratives about the 

containment of women’s sexuality as seen through the lens of cultural practices and legal 

changes pertaining to women. 
 
122 Jim Muir, Iran stops stoning of women adulterers,” BBC News,27 December 2002, 5 January 2005 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/2609597.stm .
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Embodied Memories: Taraneh Hemami 

But when you have traveled far 
You begin to long for that particular thing, 
The sweet mustiness of your childhood room, 
The mix of cumin and freshly-chopped parsley. 
A color dull, but knowable, 
Found in the detail of four walls, 
Joining to shelter and confine. 

Persis Karim123 

Last week, in an orange grove in Cordoba, I was overwhelmed with the sense-memory of 
Jahrom and my grandfather's house. The scent of citrus leaves, the warm twilight air, and 
the layout of the courtyard with small streams connecting the central fountain to each of 
the trees were viscerally familiar to me from so long ago, all those years before ghorbat.

Laleh Khalili124 

(4.1) 

 
123Karim, “ Let Me Tell You Where I’ve Been , 21 October 2004,  10 , December 2004,  
http://www.iranian.com/Arts/2004/October/Karim/
124Laleh Khalili, “Loving a farang,” The iranian.com, 5 June 2001, 10 March 2002,  
http://www.iranian.com/LalehKhalili/2001/June/Man/index.html



88

Like Persis M. Karim describing the exile’s longing for the smells of childhood, or Laleh 

Khalili describing the way memory is triggered by scents first experienced “before 

ghorbat,” anthropologist C. Nadia Seremetakis writes about the relationship of taste, 

smell, and sight to memory in her description of her search for the Breast of Aphrodite 

peach, the taste of which was an important part of her Greek childhood experiences: 

 Every journey back was marked by its taste.  Summer was its permanent  
 referent, yet its gradual disappearance from the summer markets passed  
 almost unnoticed. . . 
 As my search for the peach became more persistent, my   
 disappointment matched [my friends’] surprise in the realization that the  
 peach was gone forever. . . My older friends began to bring me tokens  
 from their neighborhood markets, as well as from the country whenever  
 they traveled out of the city.  We all agreed that there were varieties that  
 carried one or two of the characteristics of “our peach” but they were far  
 from it.  The part had taken the name of the whole. 
 In the presence of all those “peaches,” the absent peach became the 
 narrative.  It was as if when something leaves, it only goes externally, for  
 its body persists within persons.  The peach was its memory, as if both had 
 gone underground, they waited to be named.  My naming of its absence  
 resurrected observations, commentaries, stories, some of which   
 encapsulated whole epochs marked by their own sensibilities.  “Ah, that  
 peach, what an aroma! and taste! [sic].  The breast of Aphrodite we called  
 it.  These (peaches and other food) today have no taste (á-nosta).” 
 The younger generation, whenever present, heard these stories as if 
 listening to a captivating fairy tale.  For me the peach had been both eaten  
 and remembered, but for the younger generation it was now digested  
 through memory and language. . .  
 The disappearance of the Aphrodite’s peach is a double absence; it  
 reveals the extent to which the senses are entangled with history, memory, 
 forgetfulness, narrative and silence.125 

125 Nadia C. Seremetakis, “The Memory of the Senses, Part I: Marks of the Transitory” in The Senses Still: 
Perception and Memory as Material Culture in Modernity, ed. Nadia C. Seremetakis (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1994) 1-18, 1-2. 
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Seremetakis’ peach of memory is a metaphor for her childhood summers in Greece. It 

became “the part [that] had taken the name of the whole.”  To paraphrase Freud, 

Seremetakis’ Aphrodite’s peach is not ‘simply’ a peach, but rather a “narrative” of 

Seremetakis’ youth. “It was as if when something leaves, it only goes externally, for its 

body persists within persons.”  By finally admitting that the Aphrodite’s peach was no 

longer able to be found, Seremetakis “resurrected observations, commentaries, stories, 

some of which encapsulated whole epochs marked by their own sensibilities.”  

Seremetakis observes that whereas she experienced the actual eating of the peach and 

therefore could remember sensations of the physical occurrence, the current generation of 

Greek youth has to rely on the “memory and language of others.”  Thus “the 

disappearance of the Aphrodite’s peach is a double absence; it reveals the extent to which 

the senses are entangled with history, memory, forgetfulness, narrative and silence.”   

Taraneh Hemami’s equivalent of the absent Aphrodite peach are the dates in her 

calendar installation, Re-Counting, which represent the passing of time away from 

specific events and separation from Iran to life in the diaspora.  Hemami’s installation, 

Wall of Tears, with its individual tear shaped pieces such as Alphabet of Silence II, like 

Seremetakis’ peach, is a “double absence” as it is “entangled with history,” and the 

“silence” of the sounds of spoken Persian among many in the Iranian diaspora. Yet both 

Seremetakis, through her written narrative, and Hemami, through her narrative art, 

penetrate the silence by engaging in what Bakhtin calls a “dialogue” with past and 

present through writing and art making.  Indeed, Babuts’ theories about the metaphoric 

field help to explain how the past and present merge for Iranian-American artists, such as 
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Hemami, and contribute to the creation of a new art form such as is found in her 

installations:  

. . .the process is set in motion by a detail from the present perceptual field 

. . . a dynamic pattern, a bold metaphor, which attracts its corresponding 
mnemonic sequence and alters others in the background preparing them to 
contribute to the creation of a new field.126 

The stark reality of Hemami’s exile, which is magnified by the consequent loss of 

the Persian language for many in the Iranian diaspora communities, would be a dramatic 

enough event to activate the complex dynamic patterns stored in her memory and bring 

them together as a metaphor for her definition of her experience.  Hemami, in her work, 

interprets her exile experience and attempts to control how it is perceived by the younger 

generation of Iranian-American exiles, or as Seremetakis puts it, “digested through 

memory and language” as well as a broader audience. 

(4.2) 

126 Babuts 113. 
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Hemami’s Alphabet of Silence II is one of several pieces that make up the series titled 

Wall of Tears.127 When placed together these form a type of medallion found in the 

center of many Persian carpet patterns, such as traditionally patterned Kerman rugs.

According to the artist, this body of work addresses the way the Persian language is 

fragmented, lost, or forgotten by some exiles and their children.  Hemami describes this 

artwork as an “homage to the loss of home [and] the loss of cultural identity.” Through 

randomly placed letters of the Persian alphabet Hemami makes reference to the snatches 

of sound children hear as their parents speak Persian, many of whom are not taught this 

language because of their parents’ desire to have them acculturate quickly.  However, 

some of these children later choose to learn Persian in college.  A number of those who 

wish their children to learn Persian, especially if one parent is Iranian and the other parent 

is not, take their children to classes set up in Persian centers, such as Iran Khaneh (Iran 

House) in Portland, Oregon.  There, children study Persian; English classes are set up for 

adults.  In an effort to preserve aspects of Iranian culture, evenings of classical poetry 

readings and other cultural events, such as the Iranian New Year (Now Ruz) celebration, 

are promoted by Iran Khaneh and other Iranian centers.  

Remarking on the Alphabet of Silence series, Hemami writes 

[The] Persian alphabet [which is] Xeroxed, collaged and layered with wax 
on . . . panels [is] arranged on the wall as a ‘Toranj,’ the central shape in a 
Persian architectural or carpet design.  [This is] a reference to a place to 
gather, to settle, a place to call home.  [Letters from the] Persian alphabet 
are layered obsessively as if trying to communicate—yet [they] are unable 

 
127 This work is comprised of twenty-four 8 in. by 8 in. wood panels as well as sixteen tear shaped ceramic 
sculptures; dimensions provided to the author by the artist. 
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to form words that hold any meaning.  My words lose their meanings 
through layers of translations: cultural as well as emotional.128 

Literary critic Hazard Adams, in a discussion about the relationship between language 

and culture, asserts that language is an “enclosure (or all that there is), language [is the] 

medium of cultural creation, or language [is] the controller of culture.”129 Essentially, 

then, if one loses the language, one loses the culture.  Hemami depicts this loss of 

language, with its resultant loss of culture, through the randomness of her scattered 

Persian alphabet. Farzaneh Milani, in Veil and Words, articulates the emotional toll taken 

on an individual who has endured location, dislocation and relocation:  

 A product of two cultures, I felt outside the circle of both, out of   
 place, dislodged, dislocated. I was immersed in discontinuities;  
 engulfed in geographical, cultural, and temporal exile.130 

A return to one’s homeland after a prolonged absence does not necessarily 

remove feelings of dislocation.  Rather, according to Hememi, this can instead bring up 

questions about what is and is not important—and what should and should not be kept.  

As a response to this dilemma brought about by her return to Iran, after an absence of 

fourteen years, Hemami created a large scale (36 in. by 198 in.) mixed media work 

entitled Vessels of Identity (1991).  This installation incorporates a variety of materials 

 
128 Taraneh Hemami, letter to author with an accompanying slide list, 10 September 2001.  The quotation 
above is Hemami’s reflection on her Alphabet of Silence series, September, 2001. 
 
129 Hazard Adams, “Introduction,” Critical Theory Since 1965. Edited by Hazard Adams and Leroy Searle 
(Tallahassee: University of Florida Press, 1992) 1-22, 18. 
 
130Farzaneh Milani, Veils and Words: The Emerging Voices of Iranian Women Writers, (Syracuse:  
Syracuse University Press, 1992), xi-xii. 
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including burlap, shellac, dried flowers, cloth and photographs (image not included here).  

Hemami writes: 

 Photographs of my body parts are placed inside icons of my homeland.   
 The dualities that exist within me are explored.  Examining my history.   
 Peeking through my past.  Belonging.  Fighting its restrictions and yet  
 hiding inside the boundaries that it sets up for me.  Glorifying it and yet  
 bound by its power over me.131 

In her introductory remarks at the Middle East Studies Association Conference 

Special Session on Contemporary Iranian Women Artists (2000), Sarah J. Moore states:  

 With respect to contemporary art of Iranian American women as the  
 construction of identity in the contested terrain of exile, I suggest that the  
 body, the female body, serves as the metaphor of those in-between spaces, 
 at the collision site of intersecting and heterogeneous discourses in which  
 the ideal, the remembered, the imagined, the physical, the erotic, the  
 political come into play. In fact, the engagement with duality, dividedness,          
 discontinuity, and disruption that informs much of the work of Iranian  
 American women artists resonates with the female body itself whose  
 corporeal boundaries are often menaced by politics and which is defined  
 by a slippage between present and absent, disappearing and becoming,  
 assembling and dismantling.  Women bleed into a liminal space that is  
 both private and public, personal and political, physical and cultural; the  
 body refuses to abide by the discrete boundaries between inside and  
 outside.  
 

In many of Hemami’s body of mixed media works, photographs of the artist are 

included under some of the books, concealed under layers of materials. Hemami writes: 

As an Iranian woman I have had to deal with the question of how much to 
reveal, what to hide, whether to remain covered through layers of life   
learned traditions, or to leave myself exposed to the consequences of 
becoming transparent.  My personal Polaroid [sic] pictures of self portraits 
are covered with layers of materials, preventing the viewer [from] see[ing] 
them fully, yet enticing them to look deeper.132 

131 Taraneh Hemami, letter to author with an accompanying slide list.  The quotation above is Hemami’s 
reflection on her Alphabet of Silence series, September, 2001. 
 
132Hemami letter to author, September, 2001. 
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Just as Hemami wonders how much to reveal of herself through the pages of a 

text, Milani wonders how much to conceal: 

 I had thought that if you don’t want people to hear, you whisper; if you  
 don’t want them to see, you cover.  To protect your privacy, I had thought, 
 you erect easily perceptible walls around the private object or subject; you  
 cover it from view; you conceal it with silence.133 

But in Hemami’s important project, Hall of Reflections, Remembrances of Iranian- 

American Immigrants, the silence of Iranian immigrant experiences is broken.   

This installation is important for a number of reasons.  It is a bridge between past and 

present because of the form it takes, the images and materials used to construct it, and 

because of the collection of the oral histories and photographs of the Iranian-Americans 

who participated in this project.  Hall of Reflections is the means to transcend 

generational distance because it makes visible the cultural history of the Iranian-

American community whose lives are represented in the installation.   

 
133 Milani Veils and Words  xi. 
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(4.3) 

 

Hemami collected oral histories from Iranians in the San Francisco Bay Area, 

making them the basis for this public display of the shared experience of being Iranians 
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living in America.134 As in her other works, Hall of Reflections contains memories of 

childhood, as well as adult experiences.  These are incorporated throughout her series of 

autobiographical and biographical works, including this particular installation.  Hall of 

Reflections is situated in the liminal space between exile and the construction of a new 

Iranian-American identity.  Her work, and in particular this installation,  reflects past and 

present, location and dislocation, and the feelings of loss, longing, and estrangement 

(ghorbat) experienced by many members of the Iranian-American community living in 

the San Francisco Bay area.  

Hall of Reflections draws on Persian and Islamic designs and structures to 

construct layers of historical and cultural reference in order to visually expand the space 

in which personal and cultural memory is contained.  In this installation Hemami has 

transformed individual stories into a public artwork of text and image. Traditional 

gathering halls (called talar in Persian) are frequently covered with reflecting mirror-like  

tiles.  These architectural spaces are found in Iran and much of the Islamic world.  The 

talar inspires the specific form used by the artist in this project. For example, the room in 

the image below, located inside the Sa’dabad Palace in the northern part of Tehran, 

demonstrates one of the ways that mirrors are used to decorate official interior spaces.  

Although Sa’dabad Palace was the summer residence for the royal family, official 

functions sometimes took place there. The mirrors placed on the walls add another 

dimension to the richness of this room, particularly as they reflect the ornate Persian 
 
134 Hemami, personal interview, 4 May 2005. This artist actively engaged the Iranian American community 
in the preparation for this installation.  A call for photographs resulted in a large number of different types 
of visual records.  Participants in the project were also involved in a series of writing workshops led by 
Persis Karim, Shahrnush Parsipour and Zara Taheri, each of whom are writers and educators in the San 
Francisco, California, Bay Area. 
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carpets, tiled fireplace mantel and tin surround, antique furniture, and the large flower 

arrangements in crystal vases.   

(4.4) 

In addition to their use in formal meeting rooms, mirrors are often used to decorate  

many of the sacred sites where Muslim saints are buried.  On the walls of some of these 

structures mirrors are placed at oblique angles, in much the same way as was the sixth-

century Byzantine tesserae, thereby adding to the reflective quality of the overall surface. 

 Hemami’s Hall of Reflections is constructed out of digital transparencies, as well 

as silk-screen, glass and mirrors, among other materials. When standing in front of the 

installation, the viewer is reflected on the mirrored surface, thereby becoming an integral 

part of the work. 

 Persis M. Karim describes the viewer as being invited in and then 

 Assault[ed] . . .  with the images and photographs of a    
 simultaneously private and public world; it is a world that traces the  
 scattered memories and migrations of Iranians in the later half of this  
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century to the place where they live now, the San Francisco Bay Area.  
 Hall of Reflections awakens and presents the stories, "remembrances" and  
 traces of the multi-generational and multi-faceted history of Iranians in  
 this area.135 

Portions of the Hall of Reflections installation have traveled widely.  In one year alone 

this installation was exhibited both on the internet and in site specific installations such as 

the Persian Center, Berkeley, California where a portion of it is permanently installed, the 

San Francisco Arts Commission Gallery and the Articultural Gallery in Los Angeles, 

Richmond Health Center.  Karim states: 

 Hall of Reflections presents a wide range of immigrant experiences,  
 countering the de-humanizing and hostile images of Iranians and Moslems 
 portrayed in the popular media. By bringing personal stories out of  
 isolation and presenting them collectively as part of a larger narrative of a  
 people, the project gives voice to a community that has been rendered  
 invisible or reduced to negative stereotypes. The stories and photographs  
 presented in various site-specific installations create a much needed space  
 where Iranians and their U.S. born children are represented positively, and 
 where, through a complex lens, their memories and histories are celebrated 
 and acknowledged as human stories.136 

135Karim “Hall of Reflections,” Review, 9 December 2003, 29 December 2003,  
http://www.iranian.com/Arts/2003/December/Hall/
136 Karim  9 December  2003. 
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(4.5) 

(4.6) 

The small American flag, seen in the upper right corner, which is included with 

photographs taken before immigration to the United States, and fragments of Persian 

writing, make visible the duality of being Iranian in America. On the one hand the 

Persian script of the fragments of written material defines the immigrant connectedness to 
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the original homeland while the flag points towards life in America. In between these two 

points are the memories and narratives that, like Seremetakis’ Aphrodite Peach, function 

as the metaphors that 

had been both eaten and remembered, but for the younger generation it 
was now digested . . . only reappear[ing] after the fact in fairy tales, 
myths, and memories that hover at the margins of speech.137 

The portion of this project that is permanently housed in the Persian Center, 

Berkeley, California, reflects the artist’s personal past as well as the collective cultural 

memory of many others located in the Iranian diaspora.  Photographs, functioning as a 

link between past and present for people who have migrated from one place to another, 

document steps taken in the journey from the country of origin to a new home in a 

foreign land, as well as the transitional stages of displacement and relocation.   

Persis M. Karim describes this installation as “art, history, archive, and as the 

names suggests, reflection.” She describes the themes contained within Hall of 

Reflections as centering on the concepts of 

 time, place memory, the spatial configuration of “home”, a family portrait  
 of generations of Iranian-Americans.  One piece, for example, uses the  
 pages of an American high school yearbook, showing the senior portraits  
 of several Iranian graduates and the athletic pages that highlight the  
 dominant number of Iranians on the high school soccer team in the 1980s  
 while a post card a man has written to his wife as a political prisoner in  
 Iran at around the same time is placed in another tile. 138 

For the first generation of Iranian immigrants, past and present merge in these 

images.  For their children and grandchildren, however, the distance between these two 

 
137 Seremetakis. 2-3. 
 
138 Karim  9 December  2003 . 
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points can only be bridged by the narratives passed on from one generation to the next.   

Photographs of individual men, women and children in this installation, as well as 

fragments of Persian writing, bridge the generational abyss between those who have first-

hand memories of home in Iran, and of their migration to the United States, and the 

younger generation, whose only knowledge of their family’s history living in Iran is 

derived from shared family stories and photographs.  

 In an interview with Karim, the artist stated: 

 Part of my motivation to create is to build connections to my rich cultural  
 heritage.   My art has gradually become my only means to hang on to what 
 I know of my country and its people.   
 This project has allowed me to create a piece that weaves together  
 the stories of grandparents, parents, and the new generation of Iranian- 
 Americans born in this country, all of whom are looking to hold on to and  
 to capture their connections to this complex history of immigration and  
 exile.139 

Because Hall of Reflections is made up of individual mirror tiles, and can be constructed 

and reconstructed in many different ways, portions of it were put together in an entirely 

new way for the Sharjah Sixth International Bienniel, Sharjah, United Arab Emirates 

(2003).  In Sharjah, U.A.E., Taraneh Hemami’s installation was included in an exhibition 

of a number of other artists’ works, some of which reflected their concern about the 

build-up to war, and the then recent American invasion of Iraq.  According to Grady T. 

Turner in “Report From The U.A.E., Fast Forward on the Persian Gulf” in the November 

2003 issue of Art in America:

[While] usually hung in groups, [Hemami’s] pictures in this show were  
 strewn  amid a pile of rubble, as if the room had been newly bombed.  
 
139 Karim  9  December  2003. 
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Lights  reflected by mirrors cast a shower of delicate refractions on  
 adjacent walls.  A shovel was propped nearby, ostensibly poised for  
 recovery efforts.140 

Another of Hemami’s artworks, created in response to the invasion of Iraq, and included 

in the exhibition in Sharjah, U.A.E., is See No Evil, Hear No Evil (below). 

(4.7) 

The artist’s body is the foundation of this piece and, according to Hemami, is intended to 

comment on the civilian casualties of the American-Iraq war as well as to President 

George W. Bush’s description of Iraq as one of the so-called members of the “axis of 

evil” through the use of the shadowy aircraft included in this image.141 The airplane, as a 

 
140 Grady T. Turner,“Report from the U.A.E.: Fast Forward on the Persian Gulf,” Art in America  
(November 2003) 89. 
141 President George W. Bush referred to Iraq, Iran and North Korea as the “axis of evil” in his 2002 State 
of the Union address. 
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metaphor, stands for the innocent casualties who have suffered injury or death as a result 

of this war.142 

The Sharjah art show was taking place at virtually the same time that American forces 

were invading Iraq. As Grady observes “As the biennial began in this Persian Gulf city 

roughly 400 miles south of Iraq, American led forces were just entering Baghdad.”143 

Hemami’s artwork broadly addresses a number of different and vital topics, such 

as Iranian immigrant experiences, casualties of war, revolution, gender, women’s 

religious expression, language, and cultural metaphors.   Sometimes working alone, other 

times in concert with others, she illuminates contemporary concerns in a variety of 

interesting and innovative ways.  In an earlier piece she rewrites gendered religious 

practices through an installation entitled Sacred Space, created and performed with other 

women.  This work includes a zarih, protective grillwork marking the burial place of a 

holy figure, here called a Shrine of Wishes, a Pool of Memories, and a Mihrab, which in 

a traditional mosque points to the direction of Mecca, but, while oriented correctly in 

Hemami’s installation, it is called the Wall of Story.    

According to the artist, except for the “eye painted by an older woman” each tile 

in the Shrine of Wishes was “painted by a different woman [in response] to memories of 

childhood.”  In her description of the construction of the remainder of the installation 

Hemami writes: 

[The] workshops created a space where both Iranian and non-
Iranian women gathered and worked on individual pieces for 

 
142 Hemami, personal interview, 20 April 2003. 
 
143 Turner 87. 



104

Shrine of Wishes, and Pool of Memories. There were also 
packages put together that people could send to me for the wishes 
that hung inside [the zarih].144 

(4.8) 

 
144 See also Chapter One for information about the zarih which serves the purpose of marking / protecting 
the burial place of a holy figure.  Since Hemami fills the inside of the space enclosed by the zarih with 
packets of wishes, many of which are written wishes placed by women.  There are also other items such as 
dried flowers, jewelry, and small cloth bundles included in the items inside.  
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(4.9) 

Hemami’s installation included a performance piece which was performed by a 

combination of nonprofessional and professional women, including a group from the 

Iranian theater company, DARVAG, which is located in Berkeley. A series of workshops 

was held over a period of two weeks in preparation for this.  During the workshops 

women created a cloth made of small pieces stitched together to form what is called a 

chel-tekkeh [sic]145 while sitting around a sofreh.146 During this process women told their 

personal stories which were then used in the final performance.  Hemami describes the 

performance as follows: 

 
145Hemami, E-mail to author, 8 June 2005.  In an e-mail to the author Hemami provided the following 
translation and spelling: “cheltekkeh Forty pieces – like a patchwork quilt.” 
 
146 A cloth laden with dishes of food and around which women sit during a ritual dinner, often honoring the 
particular saint who has been helpful in answering prayers; Sofreh is both the name of the cloth and the 
name of the feast. 
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The stories were told in English, except for my story that was told around 
the pool, [in] an overlap[ing] of Farsi and English by myself and Afsaneh 
Boutorabi. The first half of the performance was focused on Islamic rituals 
in association with the space.  Afsaneh was the narrator, and [was] the 
figure that hovered around the other women whispering and or reciting- 
acting as their subconscious or the voice of authority at times. . . she used 
a collage of my writing-  mixed with the whispers of prayers, a sound 
track of the layered digital sound of the whispers of the wishes coming 
from the shrine (both Persian and English), sounds of  . . . recorded poetry 
recited by several women (some of which were used for the wall of story; 
[the] mihrab piece).147 

(4.10) 

 
147 Hemami, e-mail to the author June 8, 2005. 
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In her construction of the mihrab the artist has reversed the lens.  That is, Hemami has 

placed images of her own eyes, which peer outward towards the viewer as he or she looks 

at the mihrab. At the same time, Hemami has taken great care to place the mihrab in its 

correct geographical orientation so that it indicates the direction of Mecca.  Thus, with 

Hemami’s play on sight, while the mihrab structure points towards the direction of 

Mecca, it also directs its gaze towards those inside the sacred space.  Additionally, 

Hemami’s mihrab contains fragments of women’s writings on either side of the center 

rather than verses from the Qur’an. 

Hemami’s description of this installation/performance piece continues: 

 [The] daf 148 was played live in between the two parts- and the sofreh 
was opened- the [women’s] veils were taken off and an andarooni /
interior – more private space was created to tell personal stories. 

 The audience basically sat in the space with us on the floor of the gallery-   
 we treated the space as a mosque—[a sacred space] (except we did not 
 ask [the audience] to take off their shoes!!) perhaps next time!149 

Unfortunately, there is no video documentation of the installation performance.  

The only thing that remains are the few slide images of the various parts of the 

installation.  However regrettable as this might be, the lack of film documentation does 

highlight the way that memories are usually all that exiles have of their previous 

existence, of their time before entering the state of ghorbat, and the ephemeral quality of 

some forms of art. 

148 Arash Dejkam, Iran Pages, http://www.dejkam.com/music/iran_traditional/instruments/daf/, 2004, July  
25, 2005.    The daf is a drum with a metal frame that is depicted on many Persian miniatures; the frame is 
covered in goatskin with metal rings on the inside, which furnishes a jingle sound when it is played.  
Although it appears, “at first sight, to be a relatively simple instrument it has the potential of producing 
rhythmic patterns and sounds.”  is equipped with metal rings on the inside which add a jingle effect 
to the sound. The frame is covered with goat-skin..
149 Hemami, e-mail to the author  May 2005. 
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As Ardis Cameron states, 

 Like all narratives of identity, stories of place take shape and derive  
 meaning in and through a system of differences.  This is who we are, and  
 more importantly who we are not. “True places,” where authenticity and  
 realness are said to dwell, find expression in the discursive imaginary  
 topographies of Otherness and so come down, not in maps, but in stories  
 of alterity that mark home from away. A place without a story is really no  
 where at all. 150 

Place and personal story are portrayed by Hemami in a work entitled Re-Counting 

(image not included). Re-Counting reflects this artist’s desire to consider who she is 

presently—the definition and redefinition of her personal map of identity.  The largest of 

the interconnected circles, 66 inches in diameter, contains many layers.  Through this 

work she portrays the passage of time through the changes of seasons reflected in three 

calendars: solar Persian, the shahanshahi (royal or imperial), used very briefly in Iran, 

and western calendars.151 This work, made of vellum with layers of wax, is composed of 

over 14,000 numbers and dates, inscribed in both Latin and Persian script, jumbled on top 

of one another, making them impossible to read.  This change of calendar from Persian to 

western is her response to the passage of time.  Important dates, such as her birthday and 

Now Ruz (Iranian New Year), the Iranian Revolution, and her marriage are marked by red 

 
150 Cameron, Ardis, “When Strangers Bring Cameras: The Poetics and Politics of Othered Places,” 
American Quarterly, September 2002,  Vol. 54, No. 3 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press) 411-435. 
151 Javid Jahanshah, “Quizz,” Iranian.com, March 22, 2005, July 31, 2005, 
http://www.iranian.com/Quiz/2005/March/shah.html/ , The “Shahanshahi [sic] calendar was introduced 
by Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi in 1976 in recognition of Iran's pre-Islamic past [replacing the Iranian 
[solar calendar]. The royal calendar was scrapped during the 1978-79 revolution to placate the clergy who 
wanted to reinstate the Islamic calendar.”  The clergy was upset by the shift from the solar Iranian calendar 
to the imperial calendar since the solar is equivalent to the lunar Islamic calendar.  This information is not 
explicit in the information from the information provided by Javid Jahanshah on his web site but would be 
known to an Iranian audience or people familiar with Iranian culture.   
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dots. The middle section is ripped, allowing for a very brief glance into the complexity of 

an individual life, while demonstrating the impossibility of fixing it in place. 

 Cixous insists: 
 

I shall speak about women’s writing: about what it will do. Woman 
must write herself: must write about women and bring women into 
writing, from which they have been driven away as violently as from 
their bodies—for the same reasons, by the same law, with the same 
fatal goal. Woman must put herself into the text—as into the world 
and into history—by her own movement. . . . Women’s imaginary is 
inexhaustible, like music, painting, writing: 152 

In her installation/performance piece, Sacred Space, Hemami assists Iranian-American 

women to answer Cixous’ charge by providing a parchment for women to write upon, a 

place to “put [themselves] into the text.”  From the workshops to the actual performances, 

Sacred Space was a larger canvas on which the women involved used their bodies, 

women’s material culture, and personal memories to rewrite themselves into the creation 

of a new body of work.  

Hemami’s artwork, situated in the space between past and present, location and 

relocation, longing and belonging, before and after ghorbat, bears material witness to the 

complexity of living among and between different worlds.  Hemami is an artist who, with 

her art, speaks of the Iranian-American exile experience effectively, with invention and 

style.  Her art is a meta-narrative reflection of the experiences of Iranian-Americans 

living in America and the women who move into and out of a number of different and 

sometimes competing identities. The construction of identity for these Iranian-American 

immigrants is an ongoing and never ending process.  The touch of the wind, scent of a 

 
152 Cixous  309. 
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flower, sight of the sun, or the sound of someone else’s speech can trigger a memory that 

heightens the feeling of estrangement, the visceral feeling of ghorbat.
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Embodied Space 

Samila Amir-Ebrahimi 
 Shirin Etehadieh; Minoo Asaadi; Soumaya Saikali 

 
Some have stamps in their passports 
Emblems of official entry. 
But the places inside me 
Charted on the invisible map  
Leading to nowhere in particular 
are etched softly in the curve of my spine. 
 Persis M. Karim153 

Writing is precisely the very possibility of change, the space that can serve as a 
springboard for subversive thought, the precursory movement of transformation of social 
and cultural structures. . . .An act that will also be marked by woman seizing the occasion 
to speak, hence her shattering entry into history, which has always been based on her 
suppression. To write and thus to forge for herself the antilogos weapon.  To become at
will the taker and initiator, for her own right, in every symbolic system, in every political 
process. Hélène Cixous154 

(5.1) 
 

A photograph of the artist places her in the center lower quadrant of a group of 

interior rooms.  On the table in her studio above her head rest the tools of her craft: 

 
153 Karim  Let Me Tell You Where I’ve Been.
154 Hélène Cixous, “The Laugh Of The Medusa,” Critical Theory Since 1965, ed Hazard Adams & Leroy 
Searle, 308-320 (Tallahassee: Florida State University Press, 1992), 312  
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brushes, pots of paint, turpentine and drawing materials, all of which appear unstable, as 

if ready to fall down upon her head.  To her left and right are the stairways leading into 

and out of interior rooms.  On the upper floor left is a closed door apparently covered 

with metal bars to protect those inside from the uncertainty outside. A telephone attached 

to a long umbilical-like cord sits on the floor in front of the seated artist. Will it ring or 

remain silent?  Head resting on hand, body covered in a white painting coat, Samila Amir 

Ebrahimi looks outward from the space that imprisons, encases and/or protects her.  

 By applying paint to canvas, Ebrahimi and the other women discussed in this 

chapter answer Cixous’ challenge to women everywhere to “seize the occasion to  

speak . . .”  Through their art, they move from the private, domestic domain into the 

public, political realm where men’s thoughts and actions create laws and write history.  

As Mahnaz Afkhami observes, this is not Iranian women’s first foray from the private to 

the public domain in Iran.  As I discuss in earlier chapters,   

. . .[as part of] a reform package called the White Revolution . . . [women 
earned the right to vote in 1963].  Suffrage was a prologue to the 
acquisition of other rights as women began to exercise political power. . . . 
The right to vote for Iranian women signified far more than the actual 
importance of voting as a vehicle of political influence; it initiated women 
into a process of politics that was specifically Iranian, and which they used 
efficiently to promote their right to participate in all spheres of society. 155 

The Islamic Republic revoked the social and political rights Iranian women had achieved 

over the course of the previous decade by replacing a secular style of government with an 

Islamic model that “had its own definitions of value.”  Afkhami explains, 

 
155 Mahnaz Afkhami, “Women in Post-Revolutionary Iran: a feminist perspective,” In the Eye of the Storm: 
Women in Post-revolutionary Iran, ed Mahnaz Afkhami and Erika Friedl, 5-18 (Syracuse: Syracuse 
University Press, 1994) 11-12. 
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The important factor here is the replacement of a model of humanism, 
democracy and progress as the ideal with a model derived from Islam as 
interpreted by Muslim clerics in pre-modern times.  The essentials of the 
new model were contained in the Islamic Republic’s constitution, 
particularly in parts referring to velayat-e faqih (rule of the religious 
jurist), hierarchy of guiding values, and women.156 

The internal space of the body, and the external space it inhabits, continues to be 

the subject of artistic inquiry by many Iranian women artists in the post-revolution 

period. While many Iranian women artists residing in the United States, such as Taraneh 

Hemami, Haleh Niazmand, Sonia Balassanian, Kendal Kennedy, Shirin Neshat, and 

others not in this study, use the body as an artistic metaphor in their response to 

exile/ghorbat, a group of women artists in Iran, which includes Minoo Asaadi, Soumaya 

Saikali, and Samila Amir Ebrahimi and Shirin Etehadieh, uses embodied space to 

depict/explore the varying degrees of difficulty experienced by many of them during the 

early 1980s, and the estrangement/ghorbat157 they felt although they remained in the 

country. They no longer recognized the place where they lived; it had changed, especially 

for women.  

 Soumaya Saikali, an artist and writer and the arts correspondent who covered the 

openings of artists’ exhibitions in Tehran galleries for Kayhan International, one of the 

English language newspapers, was removed from her position almost immediately 

following the 1979 revolution.  Writing about art became as dangerous an activity as the 
 
156 Afkhami, end note 24, 193.  
157 Minoo Asaadi, personal interview, Tehran, Iran, March 2001.  It is important to note that this artist, as 
well as others, sometimes used the term ghorbat to express their feelings of estrangement which was 
described in discussions about many of the social, political and cultural changes in post-revolutionary Iran.  
It was, in part, through discussions with these women that I came to the realization that one can become 
homesick for a place that one has never physically left. 
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actual making of it in these early post-revolutionary years.  As conditions worsened for 

artists, writers, intellectuals, political activists and others whose work or affiliations were 

considered suspect by the new regime, art production, other than authorized artworks 

such as murals depicting clerical figures, in particular Ayatollah Khomeini or martyrs of 

the Iran/Iraq war, placed those whose work included other subject matter in jeopardy of 

imprisonment or worse.  Nevertheless, many women artists, such as Shirin Etehadieh, 

continued to work inside the close confines of their homes using art to either record or to 

attempt to make sense out of what was happening outside.158 

(5.2) 
 

Worried about painting because of the possibility of the odor of paint and 

turpentine seeping outside, but unable to control her desire to make art, in 1980 Etehadieh 
 
158 Shirin Etehadieh, personal interview, Tehran, Iran, February 2001.  Etehadieh created her Hayyat Series 
of paintings from 1980 to 1983, essentially documenting fluctuating restrictions imposed on women, such 
as herself during this time period, in Tehran.   
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moved her studio  from a room facing the street to an interior space overlooking a small 

internal courtyard containing trees, a pond, plants, and potted flowers.  There she 

produced works, such as the one shown above, depicting the space and the residence as 

seen behind the wall.  As time passed, Etehadieh grew more concerned because, as a well 

known western trained artist, she could easily be targeted by one of the radical groups 

roaming the city looking for signs of anything resembling “westoxification.”   

 

(5.3) 
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With the space outside increasingly more dangerous for women like herself, Etehadieh’s 

portrayal of her interior courtyard becomes more constricted as shown in the above 

image, Hayyat Series II. Gone now is the glimpse of the structure behind her wall. Absent 

also are the upper branches of the trees in the small courtyard.  Remaining are a portion 

of the small pond and the trunks of the trees. 

 In this period, shortly after the revolution, women’s art production was again 

concealed in much the same way as it had been in an earlier time.   Farzaneh Milani 

writes 

 Iranian women, for centuries, were suppressed physically and verbally by  
 the conventions of the veil and public silence.  The norms and values that  
 regulated women’s physical concealment applied equally to their literary  
 expression. Theirs was a private world, where self-expression, either  
 bodily or verbally, was confined within the accepted family circle.   
 Exceptions aside, in Iranian society, a virtuous woman maintained a  
 closed-in individuality that did not intrude into or merge with the outside  
 world.  Traditional propriety, Hojb-o-Haya, or Sharm, demanded that a  
 woman’s body be covered, her voice go unheard, her portrait never  
 painted, and her life story remain untold.  Public disclosure of any of these 
 aspects of a woman’s life was considered an abuse of privacy and a  
 violation of societal taboos.  Thus, a woman’s physical invisibility was  
 completed by her silence, her public nonexistence.159 

Although women’s literary production became public160 approximately one 

hundred years before poet Farough Farrokhzad published her first collection of poems, 

Asir (Captive), in 1955, by the time her important collection of poetry titled Tavalod-e 
 
159 Milani  46. 
 
160 Milani  90. This is a reference to Tahereh Qorratol’Ayn, a female Iranian theological scholar, orator, and 
poet.  Milani writes, “By becoming a public scholar, she penetrated a male preserve.  She was not writing 
or speaking only on private, personal matters, in private; on the contrary, she addressed theological issues 
in the public domain. . . . She assigned herself a public role and a public place.  A triple transgression—
verbal, spatial, and physical.  Earlier Milani quotes Kastravi, an historian who asserts that “her poems 
clearly indicate what her brain was filled with.  It is exactly these things that toppled her” 78-79. 
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Digar (Another Birth), revealing the “intimate and personal as an ever present 

background,”161 was published in 1964, women’s artworks were being exposed to the 

public in the new art galleries in Tehran.  Women artists, such as Minoo Asaadi, who 

graduated from the Royal Academy in London, and Sonia Balassanian, who later 

graduated from the Pratt Institute in New York, began teaching art in Tabriz and Tehran 

respectively.162 

During the initial period of contemporary Iranian women's art production in the 

1960s, some women became members of the fine arts faculty at various universities, 

while others, such as Mrs. Seyhoun, opened art galleries. These galleries enabled women 

artists to show work to audiences larger than their immediate family and friends, as they 

had done before they had access to exhibition space.163 But within a short time following 

the 1979 revolution the situation changed. Newspapers and universities were closed. 

Some owners of galleries, and artists whose works were shown there, were arrested and 

imprisoned, some for months, others for years. Artworks were confiscated and destroyed 

by authorities or stolen by thieves and openly sold on the street.  Artworks, furniture, 

 
161 Milani  134-135. 
 
162 Asaadi, personal interview, Tehran, Iran, February 2001. Asaadi joined the faculty of Art at the 
university in Tabriz in 1967. Balassanian joined the faculty at the Institute of Fine Arts, Tehran and the 
National University of Iran (dates not available). http://www.soniabalassanian.com/biography.htm, August 
1, 2005.   
 
163 It is important to remember that most women artists in America did not have good access to exhibition 
spaces because of gender discrimination.  Groups such as the Guerilla Girls have drawn attention to the 
discrepancy in number of women vs. number of men included in museum collections, gallery shows, and 
books about artists since the mid 1980s.  See Guerillagirls, http://www.guerillagirls.com/index.shtml,
August 1, 2005. 
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Persian carpets, and other items were often recognized by friends of the victims who 

were afraid to intercept them on behalf of their legal owners.164 

Professional women such as attorney Mehrangiz Kar,165 no longer able to practice 

their professions, stayed home.166 Many Iranians left the country. Those who left, and 

many who stayed, experienced the pangs of ghorbat. For Iranians outside the country 

ghorbat was the result of separation from homeland; still, many of those who remained in 

Iran also experienced ghorbat. For those who stayed, the immense social, cultural and 

political changes led many of them to feel estranged although they stayed in Iran.167 In 

addition to these domestic changes, the war with Iraq, which was to last for eight years, 

began.  

 Farideh Golbu’s novella Two Outsiders, set during the period of the Iran - Iraq 

war, is the story of the friendship between two women, one in Tehran the other in Paris, 

who communicate with each other through letters.   Although one has left and the other 

has stayed in Iran, both experience the pain of longing associated with exile. Golbu writes 

 First Letter 
 From Tehran to Paris 
 
164 Mrs. Seyhoun, personal interview, Tehran, Iran, March 2001. 

165 
Ken Gewertz, “Mehrangiz Kar speaks truth to power: Iranian expresses hope in her country’s future, 
Harvard News Office, http://www.news.harvard.edu/gazette/2005/04.07/09-kar.html, 7 April 2005, 1 
August 2005.  See this article for additional information about Kar who has been in the United States since 
2001. 
 
166 In fact, Kar co-authored a book on Iranian women, titled Iranian Women's Identity with author and 
owner of a woman's press, Shahla Lahiji. See Mehrangiz Kar. "Women's Strategies in Iran From the 1979 
Revolution to 1999" Globalization Gender and Religion: The Politics of Women's Rights in Catholic and 
Muslim Contexts, ed. Bayes, Jane H. and Nayereh Tohidi (New York: Palgrave, 2001)191. 
 
167 This information is derived from many informal interviews with women in Tehran, February –March, 
2001. 
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From Minou to Farzaneh 
 My dear Farzaneh, 
 It is nearly a year since you left Iran and only yesterday did I  
 receive your first letter.  You can imagine my longing to converse with  
 you, from the promptness of my reply.  You are telling me of the stinging  
 cold of exile and that after a year of residence in Paris your eyes are still  
 incapable of capturing its beauties.  However, the most stunning and  
 preoccupying aspect of your letter was your insistence that you even long  
 for the excitement of the nightly air raids: to huddle together with the  
 neighbors in the shelter which was nothing but the “common parking lot”,  
 to talk, eat, and drink those sinister nights away, oblivious to the terror of  
 death.  And I, I who am still in the throes of the terrible sounds and deadly 
 fires of war, even when there are no more bombs raining down on my city.  
 I who am caught up in the obtrusive aspects of life in Tehran, how could I  
 not be stunned by your longing? 
 You have fled the war and lament that your husband [sic] and  
 family  conditions forced you into migration.  And I, upon waking every  
 morning, discover that my life has been once again pillaged, its contours  
 slowing eaten into.  The plunder extends from the loss of your cherished  
 presence [to] the unrepaired [sic] asphalt holes on my daily path. 
 To feel a stranger at home is worse, far too hard and frightful to  
 bear.  They say one familiarizes with misery, not I . . . I am still a stranger  
 to the cold darkness of this exile168 [emphasis mine]. 
 

168 Farideh Golbu, Two Outsiders, trans. Azadeh Alemohammad, First English Edition, (Tehran: 
Roushangaran and Women Studies Publishing, 1998) 15-16. I am unable to compare the English translation 
to the original in Persian since it was not available at the publishers in Tehran when I purchased this copy 
of Golbu’s novella. 
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(5.4) 

In Samila Amir-Ebrahimi’s  photo-collage titled Trap, the figure of a covered 

woman stands in the center of a maze, seemingly having difficulty finding her way out of 

it.  She is surrounded by large walls which cast shadows on her.  Although there is 

evidence of light and warmth on their surfaces, because of the space that encloses her, 

she is unable to draw on their comfort.  Her task is to find her way out, but can she do so? 
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Indicating in her artist statement that she was influenced by photographs of the 

ancient cities and contemporary architectural sites of the “‘Temple of the slaves’ and 

‘Burnt city’ in Zahedan, ‘Arg-e-Bam’ in Kerman [sic]169 and Tehran as an actual 

reminder of modern Iran,” Amir Ebrahimi describes the body of work entitled Maze 

(2000), which includes Trap, as follows: 

 These different historical phases and architectural shapes   
 intermingled in my mind and helped me visualize and realize my vision:  
 The image of the Maze.  The maze I have tried to depict in all these  
 paintings is a historical, geographical, and inner trap in which all of us are  
 somehow stuck.  It is also a symbol of the struggle to find the only way  
 out of a situation which seems impossible. 
 Though “I” is the central subject of these works, it is not only “I”.   
 This silhouette-like figure of no sex or identity is also “you”.  In other  
 words, it is “our” historical silhouette trapped in a maze interwoven by  
 three ancient, Islamic, and modern civilizations of Iran.170 

The trap that many artists found themselves in during the early years of the Iraq-

Iran war resulted in part because of American support provided to Saddam Hussein in 

terms of intelligence obtained from various sources of intelligence gathered against Iran, 

as well as other types of material support. Attorney/activist Mehrangiz Kar, who has been 

imprisoned many times in the past several years for representing artists, writers, 

publishers, and so on writes: 

During the Iran-Iraq war, the extremists declared the West as the real    
 enemy, arguing that Iraq started the war under orders from the West to  
 uproot the revolutionary Iranian Islamic system. They argued that the fight 

against the West, especially the United States must continue on two fronts: 
(1) the Iran-Iraq front, and (2) the cultural front. Fighting on the cultural 
front meant eliminating all signs and symbols of western culture and 

 
169 Although ‘Arg-e-Bam’ is near Kerman, not in Kerman, this is the way it is written in Amir Ebrahimi’s 
Artist Statement included in the exhibition catalogue written by the artist.  This is from the English 
language portion of the essay included in the catalogue.   
 
170 Samila Amir Ebrahimi, Artist Statement, Maze (2000) . 
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western decadence.  On the streets of Tehran, women and girls with any 
western . . . appearance became the first targets of this cultural campaign. 
A woman wearing a pair of sunglasses, for example, could provoke 
interrogation, arrest, persecution, and punishment by the vigilantes. 
 This environment put many highly educated professional Iranian 
women with cultural exposure to the West in the spotlight as the most 
visible symbols of western cultural imperialism.171 

Women and men examined by the new regime under the spotlight of where they had 

studied, their professional standing, and those whose art was influenced by western 

models, or who continued to make art in the privacy of their own homes in spite of the 

government ban on such activities, were at high risk for arrest and imprisonment. In fact, 

many women artists and writers were incarcerated. Some who managed to stay out of 

prison but continued to make art took their completed works to the British and French 

embassies where they were exhibited, and bought by the Western embassy staff, who 

were instrumental in providing financial support for Iranian artists.172 But getting the 

work to either the British or French embassy was dangerous. Paintings and sculptures had 

to be transported from the artist's private space through the public arena in order to 

smuggle them into the embassy hosting the event.173 As poet Ahmad Shamloo notes in 

his poem In This Blind Alley “These [were] strange times:” 

 
171 Kar, Mehrangiz. "Women's Strategies in Iran From the 1979 Revolution to 1999 (New York: Palgrave, 
2001) 178. 
 
172 Shirin Etehadieh, Minoo Asaadi, and other artists, personal interviews, February – March 2001. The 
foreign embassies in Tehran helped to support many Iranian artists during the 1980s when it was 
impossible to exhibit their artworks in other venues, either because the galleries had closed, or because they 
were uncertain about what might happen to them should their art production activity become known by the 
authorities, especially during the period of the so called cultural revolution in Iran. 
173 In fact, during the period that art making was prohibited western diplomats helped to support and sustain 
Iranian artists, playwrights, and musicians through events on embassy grounds.  These were the only areas 
where artists and performers were safe from governmental interference during the initial period following 
the revolution. 
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They smell your breath 
lest you have said: I love you, 
They smell your heart: 

These are strange times, my dear. 
 

They flog love 
at the roadblock. 
Let’s hide love in the larder. 

 
In this crooked blind alley, as the chill descends, 
they feed fires 
with logs of song and poetry. 
Hazard not a thought: 

These are strange times, my dear. 
 

The man who knocks at your door in the noon of the night 
has come to kill the light. 

Let’s hide light in the larder. 
 

There, butchers 
Are posted in passageways 
With bloody chopping blocks and cleavers: 

These are strange times, my dear. 
 

They chop smiles off lips, 
And songs off the mouth: 
Let’s hide joy in the larder. 

 
Canaries barbecued 
On the flames of lilies and jasmines: 

These are strange times, my dear. 
 

Satan, drunk on victory 
Squats at the feast of our undoing. 
Let’s hide God in the larder.174 

These “strange times” included the days leading into the weeks, months, and 

years that artists such as Minoo Asaadi, and those in other fields, spent in the early 1980s 
 
174Ahmad Shamlu (d. 2000). “In This Blind Alley” Trans. Ahmad Karimi-Hakkak,  Strange Times My Dear: 
The PEN Anthology of Contemporary Iranian Literature, ed. Nahid Mozaffari. Poetry editor Ahmad 
Karimi-Hakkak,(New York: Arcade Publishing, 2005)372-73. 
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struggling to maintain a physical presence in the institutions where they had taught before 

the post-revolution authorities closed the universities during the period described as the 

cultural revolution.175 It took courage for faculty to go to their universities each day 

where they were subjected to a barrage of harassment by members of the Hezbollah 

(Party of God). 

 When asked how she was able to allow herself to be verbally abused by these 

people, Asaadi replied: “I knew that we had to maintain a presence there for the students 

in readiness for the day [the authorities] would open the universities.”176 In contrast to the 

increasingly constricted space of Etehadieh’s interior Hayyat Series I, depicting he 

confinement, Asaadi’s interior still life (below) is restful and contemplative, 

standing in sharp contrast to her experience of being verbally harassed by radical 

members of Hezbollah each day at the university in Tabriz where she had taught and 

where she now engaged in a sit-in with other faculty members. 

(5.5)     (5.6) 

175 This is the period roughly from 1980 to 1983. 
 
176 Asaadi, personal interview, February 2001. 
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Like many other women artists of the period previous to the revolution, Asaadi received 

her advanced degree in art from a western institution.  In Asaadi’s case her coursework 

had been completed at the prestigious Royal Academy of Art in London.  Because there 

were no positions open in Tehran at the time she returned, she accepted a teaching 

position at the university in Tabriz.  Women as artists teaching in these higher institutions 

was new at the time Asaadi acquired her post.  Indeed, the artist Bejat Sadr was among 

the first women to join the male dominated art faculty at the University of Tehran in 

1961, and the first women students were admitted at this time.  Although courses in 

architecture were taught prior to the early 1960s, after the addition of Sadr and others, 

coursework expanded to include painting, drama, and music through the Fine Arts 

Division.  While there undoubtedly was great resistance among some male professors to 

the inclusion of women in the faculty of art, Sadr's connections were very helpful in 

situating her within the University.177 By the early to mid 1970s other women painters, 

such as Minoo Asaadi and Mrs. Mohasses, and graphic designer Sima Kooban, also 

became members of the fine arts faculty at universities in Tehran, Tabriz, and elsewhere.  

Sonia Balassanian, discussed earlier, also taught courses at Tehran University.  

Appointing women as professors in institutions of higher education was important to the 

developing field of art study in Iran because young women, who were interested in 

studying art, could now do so in Tehran if they were accepted into the university. 

Presumably reluctance to have young women study art was related to the issue of figure 

 
177 Initial connections were facilitated through her husband, the famous composer and orchestra conductor, 
Morteza Hannaneh. 
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drawing or figure painting which traditionally requires the student to draw or paint the 

nude male or female figure.178 Later, at least some of these courses, which included 

models wearing clothing, were offered in other regional universities, such as Tabriz 

where Professor Asaadi taught painting.179 

The first woman owned gallery was opened by Massoumeh Seyhoun.  Seyhoun 

was, and still is, an important collector of contemporary Iranian artworks. Although her 

collection is broad and contains art produced by both male and female artists, her gallery 

became the first space where contemporary women's artworks were shown.180 Within a 

short time Mrs. Zand opened a second woman’s gallery in the basement floor of artist 

Mansoureh Hosseini's house in Ave. Jordan.181 However, their collaboration did not last 

long and Mrs. Zand moved to a new high rise complex also housing Mrs. 

Farmanfarmayan's art gallery.   Those considered the best of the modern artists, 

producing the most avant-garde works, were promoted in these galleries. But following 

the revolution it was difficult to determine what work would be authorized by the 

authorities and what might be forbidden.  Even when a work appeared to meet all the 

requirements to place it within the official guidelines, it still had to be vetted by the 

 
178 As my Iranian contacts observed in conversations with me concerns about female students drawing or 
painting the nude figure were not restricted to Iranian institutions at this time.  It was also a matter of some 
concern in American institutions during the 1950s.  Consequently female art students did not receive the 
same type of art training as their male counterparts. 
 
179Mehri Honarbin, Personal Interview, Oxford, England, July 2005.  Currently figure drawing and painting is 
taught in Iranian art schools although the figure is clothed not nude.  Asaadi, personal communication,  
Tehran, Iran, February 2005. 
 
180 Massoumeh Seyhoun, Personal Interview, Spring 2001. 
 
181 Mansoureh Hosseini is a very important figure in the history of women artists in Iran.  Her work is 
included in many major collections and museums in the United States and Europe. 
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Ministry of Culture if a film, published if a written work, or sent out of the country to be 

exhibited elsewhere.  In spite of these restrictions artists continue to paint, writers write 

and dissidents protest public policy in the Islamic Republic of Iran. 

Whereas the earlier Hayyat series by Shirin Etehadieh is a meta-narrative for the 

artist’s body located in the constricted space of ghorbat, this later work by Samila Amir 

Ebrahimi entitled Studio depicts her in an expanded space. In her December 2001 artist’s 

statement Amir Ebrahimi writes 

 I want to emphasize the vastness of the tremendous maze of   
 existence, [to] lead the viewer into it, make her look around carefully and  
 try to find her own way out. 

 No longer contained or enclosed inside the private confines of her studio, the 

artist faces towards the city seen here through the opening in the wall.   

(5.7) 
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CHAPTER SIX 
Conclusion / Embodied Journeys 

 
Conversations about daily life 
Have now detoured this longing 
And the slow, deliberate pace 
With which I earnestly set out  
On this wayward journey. 
Still, I want to speak the names of places 
With worn roads and blue-domed mosques: 
Isfahan, Tehran, Ahvaz, Meshad. 
The places I want to say I have been. 

 Persis Karim182 

Women must write through their bodies, they must invent the impregnable language that 
will wreck partitions, classes, and rhetorics, regulations, and codes, they must submerge, 
cut through, get beyond the ultimate reserve-discourse, including the one that laughs at 
the very idea of pronouncing the word “silence,” the one that aiming for the impossible, 
stops short before the word “impossible” and writes it as “the end.” 
 Hélène Cixous183 

The selection of work discussed in this dissertation serves as and meets Cixous’ 

challenge to women to “write through their bodies.”  All nine artists “write” female 

bodies into their art, either explicitly or implicitly.  Haleh Niazmand and Sonia 

Balassanian explicitly depict Iranian women’s bodies as constrained and restricted. Shirin 

Neshat photographs her own body, inscribed with Persian script, wrapped in a chador.  

The art of Taraneh Hemami and Kendal Kennedy represent the Iranian-American bodies 

in exile.  Hemami’s forms are explicit, either whole or in parts; the bodies in Kennedy’s 

art are ethereal and ephemeral—purely suggested.  In contrast, the work of Minoo 

Asaadi, Samila Amir-Ebrahimi, Soumaya Sakali, and Maryam Agha explore the 

 
182 Karim “ Let Me Tell You Where I’ve Been,” Iranian.com. 21 October 2004, 10 December 2004. 
 
183 Cixous, 315. 
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relationship between women’s bodies and the public and private spaces they negotiate in 

post-revolutionary Iran.    

 The art they have produced is in response to social, cultural and/or political 

changes brought about through the Islamic revolution, which have affected these artists’ 

lives.  Each artist has undergone the experience of exile with its accompanying sensations 

of loss and estrangement / ghorbat.  Ghorbat, brought to life as a result of exile, is the 

common thread that ties this particular body of work together.  In order to authentically 

document their experience and articulate their concerns, these women have had to create 

what Cixous refers to as an “impregnable language;” a secure language capable of 

preserving and communicating their experience.  To render their uniquely Iranian or 

Iranian-American female exile experience into art, they created a new artistic language 

by modifying metaphors, using objects gathered from Iranian women’s material culture, 

as well as Iranian social and cultural metaphors.  That is, these artists rename, adapt and 

redefine the cultural metaphors and artifacts available to them, and embed them within 

their work.   Fused together, these metaphors form a pastiche of allusions that 

simultaneously retain their original meaning and combine to make new meaning that 

artistically conveys their emotions, expresses their thoughts, makes meaning out of their 

experiences, preserves their histories, and creates meta-narratives of  Iranian and/or 

Iranian-American women’s exile experience through the medium of their art.  

 Their artworks are meta-narratives of Iranian women’s existence and 

perseverance in turbulent and troubling times.  The images that these artists construct in 

their intricate artistic compositions are difficult for viewers who are unfamiliar with the 
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Iranian culture and who reside outside the realm of the Iranian exile experience to 

decode. Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright in Practices of Looking: An Introduction to 

Visual Culture describe the encoding and decoding process: 

Images present to viewers clues about their dominant meaning.  A 
dominate meaning can be the interpretation that an image’s producers 
intended viewers to make.  More often, though, it can be the meaning that 
most viewers within a given cultural setting will arrive at, regardless of the 
producers’ intentions.  All images are both encoded and decoded.  An 
image or object is encoded with meaning in its creation or production, it is 
further encoded when it is placed in a given setting or context.  It is then 
decoded by viewers when it is consumed by them.  These processes work 
in tandem.184 

These artists, then, imbue their art with intended meaning at its inception and throughout 

its production.   They are not, however, permitted to engage in a monologue.  As Michael 

Holquist explains in the glossary he provides for his edition of Bakhtin’s Dialogic 

Imagination, 

Everything means, is understood, as part of a greater whole . . . here is a 
constant interaction between meanings, all of which have the potential of 
conditioning others.  This dialogic imperative, mandated by the pre-
existence of the language world relative to any of its current inhabitants, 
insures that there can be no actual monologue.185 

The point to bear in mind is the language world that contributes to and conditions writing 

(and art production) by these women are western dominated and based on assumptions 

that marginalize Middle Eastern art, particularly Middle Eastern art produced by women. 

For example, with the notable exception of Shirin Neshat, whose early photographs and 

later films most probably resonate with many of those in her western audience who are 

 
184 Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright, Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2001), 56. 
 
185 Bakhtin  426. 
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not familiar with, or are uncritical of, her references to Orientalist imagery, many Iranian 

women artists working in the U.S. and other western countries find it difficult to have 

their work acknowledged by a public which is, for the most part, unfamiliar with the 

issues they address in their artworks or the type of work they produce particularly since 

their work does not resemble what some might think of as “traditional” Middle Eastern 

art.  The form the art from this region may take is often thought of as being based in 

religious iconography.186 Just as other groups find it difficult to sell work not cast in 

“traditional” modes of expression, so too do Iranian artists have problems in finding 

buyers or sponsors for conceptual and other types of artworks that do not fit the mode of 

Orientalist design.187 For example, while Hemami may use Persian letters or dates in 

some of her artworks, these are not constructed as traditional calligraphy.  Instead, these 

are used in a new way in order to depict and to conceptualize exile, particularly in regards 

to loss of culture and language. The Iranian-American artists included in this study, such 

as Haleh Niazmand, Taraneh Hemami, and Kendal Kennedy, have created installations 

and performance pieces challenging their American audiences to rethink the issues 

 
186 Following my return from Iran I had a meeting with Peter Briggs in April 2001, then chief curator at the 
University of Arizona Museum of Art, I brought some slides of the Iranian women artists work for him to 
see.  He was surprised at the range of artworks they produced and told me “These do not look Middle 
Eastern at all.”  When asked what he meant he said they did not resemble other art from the region, in 
particular Islamic art.   Because of this he said he did not feel that an exhibition of their work would be of 
interest to an audience in Tucson.  It should be noted that contemporary Iranian art has been shown in a 
major exhibition in England. 
 
187 For example, some Native American artists, such as Edgar Heap of Birds or Juane Quick to See Smith 
among others, make artworks using contemporary modes of expression such as performance pieces, 
installations, and paintings that challenge the viewer to see Native American art, and issues such as 
representation, from other perspectives. In a similar vein, and in contrast to much of her other work, Haleh 
Niazmand produced a body of work entitled Re-Orient which is a parody on Orientalist art. Even for those 
artists who use Islamic art in their work such as Kendal Kennedy’s Patient Stone installation, are moving it 
in a new direction away from what many members of her audience might be more familiar with in regards 
to traditional tile and calligraphy.   
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related to Iranian exile and immigration experiences pre and post September 11th.

Finding space to exhibit such work can be difficult, leading some, like Niazmand, to 

place work in internet galleries on personal web sites. Iranian artists in Iran have other 

issues to contend with, including political changes that may bring either more 

possibilities to exhibit their work in public, or the necessity to display artworks in 

residences or invitation-only private viewings in art galleries. Additionally, there have 

been very few exhibitions of truly contemporary Iranian art outside Iran.  

It is important, therefore, when reading these artists’ works, to keep these issues 

in mind when examining the ways they work within the language systems available and 

create, as Cixous says, “the impregnable language that will wreck partitions, classes, and 

rhetorics, regulations, and codes, . . . [that they] submerge, cut through, get beyond the 

ultimate reserve-discourse” in a manner that counter or work around marginalizing 

assumptions.  However, because these assumptions are embedded not only in the 

language but also in the meaning-making system itself, making meaning in ways that 

override these assumptions is a particular challenge for the Iranian or Iranian-American 

woman artist whose primary audience may be similar in regards to their interest in art but 

different in regards to the type of art that appeals to them.  For example, the audience for 

many of the Iranian-American artists discussed in this study is frequently others who are 

members in the Iranian diaspora whose life experiences may be somewhat different from 

one another but who nevertheless have the common experience of exile / diaspora.  The 

audience for many of the Iranian artists discussed in this study is other artists, 

filmmakers, writers and people who are interested in and have the leisure available to 
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consume art broadly.  For both groups of artists the audience is small, and it could well 

be argued that this is true for many other artists’ audiences in America as well.  

Furthermore, their interest in, or familiarity with, art produced by Iranian or Iranian-

American artists may depend upon their desire to, or facility in, deciphering these 

artworks. 

 Stuart Hall describes three options available to viewers “as decoders of cultural 

images and artifacts:” 

1. Dominant-hegemonic reading.  They can identify with the 
hegemonic position and receive the dominant message of an 
image or text . . . in an unquestioning manner.  

 
2. Negotiated reading. They can negotiate an interpretation from the 

image and its dominant meanings. 
 

3. Oppositional meaning. Finally, they can take an oppositional 
position, either by completely disagreeing with the ideological 
position embodied in an image or rejecting it altogether.188 

According to Hall then, viewers of these women’s art can look at it passively, interact 

with it or ignore it all together. Sturken and Cartwright describe the negotiated reading 

process:  

 
The term “negotiation” invokes the process of trade.  We can think of it as 
a kind of bargaining over meaning that takes place among viewer, image, 
and context.  We use the term “negotiation” in a metaphorical sense to say 
that we often “haggle” with the dominant meanings of an image when we 
interpret it.  The process of deciphering an image always takes place at 
both the conscious and unconscious levels.  It brings into play our own 
memories, knowledge, and cultural frameworks as well as the image itself 
and the dominant meanings that cling to it.  Interpretation is thus a mental 
process of acceptance and rejection of meanings and associations that 

 
188Stuart Hall, qtd. in Sturken and Cartwright  57. 
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adhere to a given image through the force of the dominant ideologies.  In 
this process, viewers actively struggle with dominant meanings, allowing 
culturally and personally specific meanings to transform and even override 
the meanings imposed by producers and broader social forces.189 

Keeping this criteria in mind, for arriving at a “negotiated” meaning, an actively 

engaged viewer of art brings his/her “memories, knowledge, and cultural frameworks” to 

bear in the process of arriving at an interpretation.  Northrop Frye, in a discussion that 

resonates with Hall’s definition of a negotiated meaning, explains the interaction between 

texts, contexts, writers and readers in his essay “The Stage Is All the World.” Frye 

introduces his topic by describing the individual’s use of experience in the meaning-

making process: “We are continually thrown back on our own repertoire of ideas and 

suitable responses.”190 Therefore, we must take a step backward and retrieve parts of our 

past, our “memories, knowledge, and cultural frameworks” or in Frye’s words “our 

repertoire of ideas and suitable responses” in order to derive meaning and make 

interpretations. 

These notions highlight the gender and cultural difficulties in interpreting these 

artists’ works.  These women are documenting their personal histories through their 

production of art.  Hayden White, in Topics of Discourse, advocates an approach to the 

reading that is based on Julia Kristeva’s concept of intertextuality: 

Properly understood, histories ought never to be read as unambiguous 
signs of the events they report, but rather as symbolic structures, extended 

 
189 Sturken and Cartwright  57. 
 
190 Northrop Frye, “The Stage Is All the World,” Myth and Metaphor, ed. Robert D. Denham, 196-211 
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1990), 196. 
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metaphors, that “liken” the events reported in them to some form with 
which we have already become familiar in our literary culture.191 

When Babuts’ theories of meaning-making are applied to White’s concept of the creation 

of history, the result is a history that is inevitably selective and, therefore, incomplete 

from the point of view of the reader who does not share the writer’s, or in this case, the 

artist’s criteria for selection.   

That is, the consumer of these women’s artworks  takes a step backward and 

retrieves parts of his/her past “memories, knowledge, and cultural frameworks” to access 

their “repertoire of ideas and suitable responses” in order to derive meaning and make 

interpretations of the art.  However, as an American viewer may reach back into his/her 

memories, knowledge, and cultural frameworks,  he/she may pull forward the 1979 

hostage crises and the tragedy of 9/11, which somehow becomes entangled with Iran as 

well as Iraq, although not one hijacker was either Iranian or Iraqi. What is not pulled 

forward by some American viewers is any corresponding metaphors or memories of an 

Iranian, or Iranian-American, experience of exile with the accompanying feelings of 

ghorbat.  “The invent[ed] impregnable language” these women use in the construction of 

their artistic discourse is essentially impenetrable by an uninitiated western viewer. 

In reference to postmodernism Sturken and Cartwright observe that there is “no 

such thing as an unmediated experience.”  Thus, the viewers of these artists’ works see 

them through metaphor, memory, language, and “multiple subjectivities” such as “race, 

 
191 Hayden White, “The Historical Text as Literary Artifact,” in Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural 
Criticism 81-100 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978) 91. 
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gender, class, [and] age.”192 Correspondently, these artists do not have an “unmediated 

experience.”  In addition to all of the areas mentioned here, these artists construct their 

work through the “multiple subjectivities” associated with gender, revolution, war and 

the multiple types of journeys associated with diaspora. 

At the center of Niazmand, Hemami, Kennedy, Neshat, and Balassanian’s artwork 

is their journey into diaspora which for Atvar Brah is distinct from other travel in that this 

is not “casual” or “temporary.”  Rather, Brah asserts, diaspora is “about settling down, 

putting roots ‘elsewhere’.”193 As Persis M. Karim describes in her poem Pomegranate,

diaspora is about “plant[ing]”, or adding, the unfamiliar to the familiar: 

To root themselves in their new home 
Mother and Baba planted native trees: madrone, oak 
And the manzanita at the end of the drive. 
To remind them of their foreignness,  
They planted olive, almond, quince, pomegranate. 

The first time my mother packed one in my lunch, 
I shrunk in embarrassment, quickly returning  
the leathery bulb to the brown bag. 
How to eat a pomegranate without being conspicuous? 
It is a slow and exacting endeavor,  
an act of worship. 
 
"You never slice them with a knife," my father would say 
when the September heat had made the trees 
sag with the heavy ornaments of Autumn. 
In his world, men would sell them on the streets  
for a few toumans, shouting, "Anar-e Khoshmazeh!" 
"Delicious pomegranates!" while rolling the sun-flushed hides  
between two palms. 
Customers stood at the corner of a cart,  

 
192 Sturken and Cartwright  252. 
193 Attar Brah, “Diaspora, Border and Transnational Identities,” Feminist Postcolonial Theory: A Reader.
ed ed. Reina Lewis and Sara Mills, 613-634 (New York: Routledge, 2003) 616. 
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Kneading, coaxing the last of the blood-red juice from a hole, 
Never allowing it to touch anything but their lips. . . .194 

Except for the fact that the pomegranate is extant, it is similar to Seremetakis’ Peach of 

Aphrodite.  The pomegranate itself conjures up memories of “September heat,” the sight 

of a street vender with a cart laden with these fruits, and the smells and sounds of 

autumn.  Pomegranates, brought to the American Southwest from North Africa by the 

Spanish, are themselves diasporic travelers like Karim’s father.  They represent the 

“foreignness” of her parents in diaspora.  According to Atvar Brah,  

At the heart of the notion of diaspora is the image of a journey.  Yet not 
every journey can be understood as diaspora. . . .  These journeys must be 
historicized if the concept of diaspora is to serve as a useful heuristic 
device.  The question is not simply about who travels but when, how, and 
under what circumstances. What socio-economic, political and cultural 
conditions mark the trajectories of these journeys?  What regimes of 
power inscribe the formation of a specific diaspora?195 

The corporeal body, acted upon by institutions of power in Iran and the United States, 

which is literally depicted in artworks produced by Balassanian, Hemami, Neshat, Amir-

Ebrahimi, and Agha, or symbolically alluded to in Niazmand,  Kennedy, and Asaadi’s  

art, inherently represents the “notion of diaspora” and the attendant feeling of ghorbat 

that frequently accompanies it. Whether or not the journey taken by each artist involved 

staying in Iran or leaving and setting down roots elsewhere, their experiences, and 

 
194 Karim Let Me Tell You Where I’ve Been. In regards to journeys and plantings, when my sister Rebecca 
and I relocated to Tucson, Arizona, we planted jasmine, roses, and pomegranate around our house. In our 
case this was about transplanting rather than planting.  In an earlier period we were transplanted into the 
soil of Iran; and later, after an absence of more than twenty years, had to adjust to being replanted in the 
soil of our birth   
 
195 Brah, 616. 
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arguably the direction of much of their artwork, resulted from the shifts in the “political 

[social] and cultural conditions” affecting them after the revolution.  Indeed their 

artworks do what Grant H. Kester describes in his discussion about twentieth-century 

avant-garde works.  That is, the artists 

. . . challenge [and] disrupt the viewer’s expectations about a given image, 
object, or system of meaning [needed by the viewer] to overcome his or 
her habitual forms of perception.196 

For the viewer unfamiliar with Iranian women’s cultural history, Neshat’s Women of 

Allah series, often depicting a chador-clad woman with a gun, Niazmand’s Re-Orient 

images, particularly the gesturing thumb, Kennedy’s collages containing pages taken 

from early manuscript images of women drinking wine, or Hemami’s 

installation/performance piece Sacred Space, may well “disrupt” any preconceived ideas 

he/she might have regarding women from Iran.  Hamid Dabashi’s statement that “an 

artist needs [to have] a judicious presence in a transgressive space” can be extended to 

include the work of the artists in this study as they effectively create works which 

interrupt the viewer’s comfort level, challenging him/her to consider issues and artworks 

from another perspective.  Discussing Neshat’s work, Dabashi writes 

The prophetic and the poetic, the sacred and the sensual, and ultimately 
home and exile collapse into an overwhelming embrace. . .  she is a 
visionary of the im/possible.197 

As I argue elsewhere, these Iranian and Iranian-American women artists move well 

beyond the artificial binary divisions of tradition and modernity in the postmodern 

 
196 Grant H. Kester, Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern Art (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2004) 17. 
197 Dabashi  36-38. 
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metanarrative work they create through painting, sculpture, photography, installation and 

performance. Their work is formed through “a complex process of negotiation: a struggle 

to form a new identity at their intersection,” in a similar way to what Kester describes in 

regards to work “poised between Western and Bengali cultures.”198 But in contrast to the 

artists Kester discusses, the Iranian and Iranian-American women artists are not only 

negotiating their respective ways through the oppositional stances of east and west, Iran 

and the United States, but are themselves situated in the types of liminal spaces that 

Kennedy refers to through her title for her installation addressing the journey of exile and 

diaspora. That is, “One Was, One Was Not” (Yeki Bud, Yeki Nabud) or as people from a 

western tradition would say ‘Once Upon A Time,’ which heightens awareness of feelings 

of unreality resulting from multiple ruptures of dislocation and relocation, literally or 

metaphorically.  This is the place that Homi Bhabha describes as “enunciation” which 

[In contrast to] culture as epistemological focus[ing] on function and 
intention . . . culture as enunciation focuses on signification and 
institutionalization . . . The enunciative is a more dialogic process that 
attempts to track displacements and realignments that are the effects of 
cultural antagonisms and articulations—subverting the rationale of the 
hegemonic moment and relocating alternative, hybrid sites of cultural 
negotiation. . .199 

The dialogic interaction does not necessarily occur seamlessly.  Rather, for the children 

of immigrants, as Persis M. Karim indicates in her poem Hybrid, “cultural antagonisms” 

are found also inside the relationships within the diasporic communities: 

 
198 Kester, 23. 
 
199 Homi K. Bhabha,  The Location of Culture (New York: Routledge, 1994) 177-78. 
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By the time I figured out 
what made an Iranian girl 
good 
it was too late. 
I had already been corrupted by America, 
her loose hips and ungracious manner 
had watered me down further. 
I couldn't even be called "Iranian-American" 
I lacked the sensibility, the language, 
the distaste for body hair 
and the desire for a small nose. 
It was too late... I'd already 
become something else 
and couldn't read the codes 
one needs 
to function 
as an Iranian.200 

Iranian diaspora communities, such as that found in Hemami’s Hall of Reflections, must, 

in response to “cultural antagonisms and articulations,” find new ways to reinvent 

themselves in  

the enunciative present [which] in the articulation of culture [provides] a 
process by which objectified others may be turned into subjects of their 
history and experience. . . . [and which requires a move] ‘beyond theory’ 
which is itself a liminal form of signification that creates a space for the 
contingent, indeterminate articulation of social ‘experience’ that is 
particularly important for envisaging emergent cultural identities.201 

But in contrast to those referred to by Bhabha who are made the subject of their history 

by others who objectify them, the artists discussed here move beyond an “emergent 

cultural identity” to the creation of works in which they use themselves to document the 

uniquely Iranian diasporic experience.  They are creating a history in art about women’s 

 
200 Karim, “Hybrid,” A World Between: Poems, Short Stories, and Essays by Iranian-Americans, ed. Persis 
M. Karim and Mohammad Mehdi Khorrami, 108-09 (New York: Braziller, 1999) 108. 
 
201 Homi Bhabha  177. 
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personal experiences and public lives inside and outside post-revolutionary Iran.  In so 

doing, Balassanian, Niazmand, Hemami, Kennedy, Neshat, Asaadi, Amir-Ebrahimi, 

Sakali and Agha adhere to Cixous’ dictum to  

laugh at the very idea of pronouncing the word “silence,” . . . [each of 
these artists] stops short before the word “impossible” and writes it as “the 
end.”202 

In the end, regardless of where she lives, in Iran or in the United States, her engagement 

with location, issues, political situations, and personal experiences shape the form her 

artwork takes.  Longing for remembered homes or communities, while experienced 

differently by those inside Iran from those outside, may be differently expressed in the 

creative pathways taken by each artist.  Some difference may be attributed to specific 

ways of engaging with material or concepts.  For example, in contrast to art in America 

or other places in the west, installation art has only recently been produced in Iran, most 

notably by Bita Fayyazi, who has exhibited her work in public spaces in Tehran in 

conjunction with other artists who either worked on projects with her, or who created 

their own installations for individual or group shows.  Fayyazi’s work was included in the 

exhibition of contemporary artists in London held at the Barbican Center (12 April – 3

June 2001).203  However, whereas   Fayyazi’s installations draw attention to social and 

cultural issues, such as the effect of pollution caused by automobile or factory emissions 

on the lungs of young children in Tehran and other urban areas in Iran, or the wholesale 

 
202 Cixous  315. 
203 Rose Issa, Ruyin Pakbaz and Daryush Shayegan, Iranian Contemporary Art,”trans. Babak Fozooni and 
Rose Schwartz, (London: Booth-Clibborn, 2001). For information about the exhibition and the artists 
represented see this text. 
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poisoning of street dogs after the Iranian revolution, installations by Hemami and 

Niazmand address specific issues related to Iranian experience in the diaspora, and more 

recently the result of war on civilian populations, who are often euphemistically called 

collateral damage by people speaking on behalf of the military.    Instead of reflecting 

social and cultural issues in their artwork, other artists in Iran, such as Asaadi, may 

instead choose to explore relationships between modes of artistic expression in paintings 

that include cross cultural references to place and time.  Nevertheless, regardless of the 

particular medium chosen, or the specific themes embedded within their works, the angst 

associated with multiple layers of loss and estrangement is often felt in surprisingly 

similar ways by both groups of artists whether inside or outside Iran.204  

 Many areas related to contemporary Iranian women artists and their work remain 

to be investigated.  For example, the role of religion in shaping some of the themes 

embedded in the artworks produced in the diaspora, and portrayed in the work of artists 

Hemami and Niazmand, is not discussed in this project. The important early work of 

Balassanian and the relationship of this to her more recent body of work have not been 

explored here.  Important work is yet to be done on the work of the women artists in Iran, 

and the art movements and organizations they have initiated, and / or are so much a part 

of, is critical to the understanding of the way the practice of art reflects the changing 

political and social landscapes inside the country.  Comparing these artists and their work 

to the art production of other contemporary artists in the Middle East as well as their 

 
204 During my stay in Iran one woman remarked: “The revolution cost me everything—my family—
everything.”  Another woman in the United States disclosed that her losses included confiscation of family 
homes by the government, lack of close contact with family members who remained in Iran, and the 
inability to interact with friends. 
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counterparts in Europe and America is also necessary in order to situate them within a 

broader context of art making.  Recent directions in art taken by younger artists inside 

and outside Iran are worthy of investigation. Clearly much remains to be done in terms of 

research on contemporary Iranian art inside Iran and in the Iranian diaspora. 
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