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Exhibition texts in English



Raised in Iran and now living in the USA, the artist 
Shirin Neshat (born 1957) occupies a central role in 
the discourse on relations between the East and the 
West: her photographs and videos revolve around the 
situation of women in societies shaped by Islam, and 
the contradictions arising between Western and Orien-
tal cultural traditions. Neshat has received numerous 
awards and her works have been on show in solo exhibi-
tions and biennales the world over. 
The large review exhibition in the Neue Galerie Graz 
brings together important works from all Shirin 
Neshat’s creative periods, from the famous iconic pho-
tographs overlaid with texts from the 1990s, via the 
multi-channel video installations, to the monumental 
bodies of works such as The Book of Kings and new 
productions from 2016/17. 
The programmatic exhibition title Women in Society 
addresses two themes constantly recurring in the art-
ist’s œuvre: the role of the woman in Iran, and the trau-
matic impact of diasporic experiences which can shape 
a woman for the rest of her life and in whose society 
she finds herself from then on. Shirin Neshat circles 
both themes using her art filled with poetic, mysteri-
ous ambivalence—often alongside a non-conformist or 
rebellious main protagonist. 

The exhibition was created in collaboration with the 
Kunsthalle Tübingen, where it was conceived by Holger 
Kube Ventura.



Women of Allah

Shirin Neshat initially came to the United States in 1975 to complete her edu-
cation; the upheavals of the Iranian Revolution (1978–1979), followed by the 
hardships imposed by the Iran–Iraq War (1980–1988), compelled her to remain 
abroad. Only in 1990, eleven years after the founding of the Islamic Republic, 
did she visit Iran again. The changes she observed were profound. ‘I found 
myself both fascinated and terrified by the impact of the revolution,’ she recalls, 
‘There was so much that I didn’t understand that I desperately wanted to under-
stand.’ Making the images now known as Women of Allah was the artist’s way of 
grappling with the new circumstances in the theocratic Iran—especially as they 
affected women, who were now required by government dictate to wear the veil 
in public. 

Far from presenting a monolithic, abiding portrait of Muslim womanhood, 
Women of Allah reflect the shifting and contradictory ideologies that have 
been projected on the figure of the Iranian woman, both by their government 
and by the West. Neshat’s staged images present veiled female figures, often 
performed by the artist herself, that can appear defiant, powerful, martial—and 
at other times, vulnerable, maternal, pensive. 

As the artist notes, ‘How a viewer, Iranian or Western, perceives the work 
depends to a great extent on his or her personal background and experience 
with Islam and Islamic cultures. The work often touches on the most contro-
versial, most delicate issues … Many people assume that because my subject is 
Islam, I’m supporting the Iranian government. The opposite has also happened; 
some religious Iranians are suspicious of many of the images. Case in point: my 
work isn’t shown in Iran.’

The texts inscribed on the surfaces of the photographs are by well-known 
female Iranian poets, most often Forough Farrokhzad (1935–1967) and Tahereh 
Saffarzadeh (1936–2008). Neshat deliberately chose these two writers for their 
distinct points of view: just as the visual imagery in Women of Allah varies 
widely in tone, Saffarzadeh’s poetry, extolling martyrs of the revolution and 
the authority of Islam, contrasts sharply with Farrokhzad’s more intimate and 
introspective verse.

From left to right:
I Am Its Secret, 1993 (photo: Plauto) 
Offered Eyes, 1993 (photo: Plauto) 
Faceless, 1994 (photo: Robert Wesler) 
Grace Under Duty, 1994 (photo: Robert Wesler) 
Allegiance with Wakefulness, 1994 (photo: Cynthia Preston) 
Rebellious Silence, 1994 (photo: Cynthia Preston) 
Guardians of Revolution, 1994 (photo: Cynthia Preston) 
Bonding, 1995 (photo: Kyong Park) 
Identified, 1995 (photo: Cynthia Preston) 
Untitled, 1996 (photo: Larry Barnes) 
Speechless, 1996 (photo: Larry Barnes)
Untitled, 1996 (Foto: Kyong Park) 
Technique of all works: Silver gelatine prints and ink
© Shirin Neshat, Courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery, New York 
and Brussels



Turbulent

Together with the two video installations Rapture (1999) and Fervor (2000), 
Turbulent (1998) forms a trilogy that uses double projections to investigate 
the dynamics between men and women in Islamic societies. By employing a 
minimalist visual imagery and two projection screens, contrasting spheres are 
composed that engage in a dialogue with each other.

In Turbulent, music serves as a metaphor in order to focus on the gender rela-
tions. One projection shows a man on a stage singing a traditional Persian love 
song from the 13th century with his back to an identically clad audience. The 
text is a classical ballad by the Sufi-mystic Rumi. The performance is greeted 
with frantic applause. Coinciding with the enthusiastic applause, the voice of 
a female singer on the other screen can be heard. She is circled by the camera 
and improvises a song to an empty concert hall. The woman singing her very 
personal song in penetrating tones to an empty auditorium stands for the ban 
on women singers in Iran to perform in public. 

Turbulent is thereby dramatising the gender separation in Iranian society, along 
with the concomitant entrapment of men in traditions and the isolation of 
women and their unheard voices. At the same time the work refers to the possi-
bility for emancipation, whereby Neshat identifies the potential for change with 
women. In Turbulent this potential is suggested on the one hand by the female 
singer who strikes out on a new path free of traditional limitations, and on the 
other hand by the man who turns around to the woman, listening in unbelieving 
amazement to her detached performance.

Turbulent, 1998, two-channel video- and audio installation, 16mm film, b/w, 
10 min.
© Shirin Neshat, Courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery, New York 
and Brussels 

Rapture 

Together with Turbulent (1998) and Fervor (2000), Rapture (1999) forms a 
trilog y that uses double projections to treat the gender differences in Islamic 
societies. In 1999 Neshat won the International Prize at the 48th Biennale in 
Venice with Turbulent and Rapture.

In Rapture, groups of uniformly appearing men and women arranged opposite 
each other move through an old fortress and a barren landscape in ornamental 
choreographies as if they could see each other beyond the boundaries of the 
screens. The net effect is a dialogue-like situation: while on one screen men 
clad in white shirts and black pants occupy a fortress, singing ritual songs and 
carrying out religious or profane ceremonies within its walls, the women in the 
black chador or niqab on the other screen also seem to be conducting ritual 
ceremonies. They are praying and singing in the stony desert landscape, ulti-
matlely departing in the direction of the sea. Several women board a boat that 
sets out on the open sea, while the rest remain on the beach.

In Rapture Neshat powerfully contrasts form and content to address the 
dynamics between the genders. These coalesce in the contrasting pairs of 
man/woman, culture/nature, tradition/emancipation, fortress/desert, and 
black/white. While the men in Western clothing keep to the interior of the 
ancient fortress, the women shrouded in traditional Islamic garb move as an 
ornamental group to the sea. The women harbour the potential for liberation, as 
they are the ones who set out in a boat on an uncertain journey, while the men 
remain behind the high walls of the fortress.

Rapture, 1999, two-channel video- and audio installation, 16mm film, b/w, 
12 min.
© Shirin Neshat, Courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery, New York 
and Brussels  



Fervor

Together with Turbulent (1998) and Rapture (1999), Fervor (2000) forms a 
trilog y that uses double projections to examine the gender differences in Islamic 
societies.

Fervor follows the encounter between a man and a woman whose mutual 
attraction turns into a sad reticence through a kind of clerical indoctrination. 
The couple meets in an open landscape before meeting again in a courtyard. In 
the courtyard a preacher gives a sermon about the sin of sexual desire. As they 
are listening, each protagonist sits in the company of his or her sex, almost 
disappearing in the sea of men clad in white shirts and black pants and women 
shrouded in the chador. The couple’s glances seem at first to tentatively meet 
through the otherwise opaque curtain, but in the course of the tirade they 
become more and more hesitant. By the end they are following the speech with 
downcast eyes. Finally the woman revolts and breaks free from the situation by 
standing up and leaving the meeting. The man stays behind with his chanting 
male colleagues. Back on the street they pass one another again without even 
glancing at each other.

In Fervor Neshat was inspired by the Friday prayers in Iran. These are conducted 
as a decidedly theatrical event with a separation of the sexes. But Neshat’s 
preacher also resembles a storyteller, as they are known in Iranian teahouses. 
That detail enables the event to shift between a religious ceremony, a political 
event, and a theatre performance.

Fervor, 2000, two-channel video- and audio installation, 16mm film, b/w, 
10 min.
© Shirin Neshat, Courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery, New York 
and Brussels  

Tooba

On one of the projection screens Tooba (2002) shows a woman leaning on a fur-
rowed tree trunk, while on the other a group clad in black can be seen, moving 
across a barren landscape towards the tree that is surrounded by a stonewall. 
As soon as the men and women make it past the wall and enter the garden, 
the woman merges with the tree and disappears. The double projection works 
with opposites: the tree versus the flat landscape, the square surrounded by 
stone and the indistinct grounds, the individual and the crowd, the calm of the 
woman and the agitation of the group. But the work also leaves much in doubt. 
For instance, the question of the distribution of power between the woman and 
the group, or whether the group has entered the garden violently or is seeking 
refuge, or whether their entry represents a desecration or an enrichment, or 
whether the unattainability of reaching a goal is being formulated.

With Tooba Neshat is telling a mystical fable. In Islamic mythology, ‘tooba’ is 
a tree growing in paradise which offers protection to human beings in need. It 
symbolises a condition of bliss. By employing the tree myth, which since time 
immemorial has been a symbol for life, Neshat is formulating a kind of poetic 
allegory for the spiritual longing for paradise. The idea of a garden of paradise 
occurs in many Persian stories, like the contemporary novel Women Without 
Men by the Iranian author Shahrnush Parsipur, which was an inspiration for 
Neshat. Parsipur conceives the garden as a place of refuge, a place of calm and 
freedom. When Neshat describes the garden in Tooba as a spiritually laden 
place of longing, where people go beyond the daily routine and move on to 
something greater, she is affiliating herself with Parsipur’s idea of the garden as 
a place of transcendence.

Tooba, 2002, two-channel video- and audio installation, 35mm film, colour, 
13 min.
© Shirin Neshat, Courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery, New York 
and Brussels 



The Book of Kings

In 2010, Shirin Neshat started a project of a photographic series inspired by 
the Iranian Green Movement, as well as by the wave of uprisings now known 
as the Arab Spring. Neshat considered ‘courage’, ‘patriotism’, ‘love’ to be the 
central themes of her project—but also ‘betrayal’, ‘cruelty’, ‘suffering’. For both 
elements, light and dark, she looked to the Schāhnāme (literally, the ‘book 
of kings’), the tenth-century epic by the Persian poet Abū ˚l-Qāsim Firdausī 
(940–1020).

The Book of Kings is an allegorical representation of the social structure of 
a country, not a documentary portrait of Iran. The sitters are of both Persian 
and Arab descent, nonprofessionals whom Neshat directed in a series of photo 
shoots conducted in New York. The images are organised into three group-
ings, which the artist informally refers to as the ‘patriots,’ the ‘villains’ and the 
‘masses’—in her words, ‘those who fight power, those who hold power and those 
who are simply innocent bystanders.’ Fewest in number but largest in size are 
the three villains. In the middle are the patriots, shown with hands over hearts, 
in a posture symbolising love of country. Finally, the masses comprise the 
smallest and most numerous images. Although each villain overpowers any sin-
gle member of the masses, the latter form an imposing group. It is not certain 
who will ultimately prevail.

Shirin Neshat has often spoken of her belief in the efficacy of art to unsettle the 
powerful, and the lines of poetry that course through The Book of Kings are the 
moral heartbeat of the work. The texts are not by Firdausī but by modern Irania n 
writers, both male and female. Included are verses by Forough Farrokhzad, 
Mehdi Akhavan-Sales (1928–1990), and Ahmad Shamlou (1925–2000), all lead-
ing intellectuals whose poetry has been suppressed or censored in the Islamic 
Republic for its liberatory themes. A few of the texts inscribed on the ‘masses’ 
also come from letters written from prison by jailed Green Movement activists.

Ahmed / Ali / Ali Sharma / Anwar / Ava / Davood / Fahimeh / Farokh / Ghada /  
Golshid / Ibrahim / Kouross / Leah / Lili / Mana / Mariam / Marjan / Morad / 
Mosaeb / Muhammed / Najla / Nasri / Navid / Nazy / Negin / Nickzad / Nida / 
Omer / Panthea / Rahul / Ramin / Roja / Roozbeh / Salah / Saman / 
Sara Jafari / Sara Khaki / Sara Nafici / Sara Zandieh / Sharam / Sheida Dayani / 
Sheida Jafari / Shirin / Taraneh / Zakaria (masses), 45 pictures, 2012, ink on LE 
silver gelatine print

Ahmed / Ibrahim / Kouross / Muhammed / Nida / Rahul / Ramin / Roja / Salah / 
Sara Khaki (patriots), 10 pictures, 2012, ink on LE silver gelatine print

Amir / Bahram / Sherief (villains), 3 pictures, 2012, acrylic on LE silver gelatine 
print

© Shirin Neshat, Courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery, New York 
and Brussels
Lender: Collection Faurschou Foundation (Nordhavn)



Women Without Men

The works on display here are related to Shirin Neshat’s first feature film 
Women Without Men. She won a Silver Lion with it for Best Director at the 66th 
Film Festival in Venice. The template for the film as well as the five video instal-
lations—Mahdokht (2004), Zarin (2005), Faezeh (2008), Munis (2009) and 
Farokh Legha (2009)—is the novel with the same name by the Iranian author 
Shahrnush Parsipur from 1989. 

In reference to Parsipur’s allegory of contemporary life in Iran Neshat connects 
the fates of individual women with the recent history of Iran. Women Without 
Men tells a story from the perspective of four women of different ages against 
the background of the military coup in 1953 which toppled the first democrati-
cally elected government in Iran with the aid of Great Britain and the United 
States. The film employs powerful images to show the upheavals of the time, 
drawing parallels between the fate of the four protagonists and the Iranian 
people. The political activist Munis, her religious friend Faezeh, the young pros-
titute Zarin and the bourgeois Fakhri all flee their personal fates and meet up 
in a garden in front of the gates of Teheran. The garden, a kind of counterpart 
to the overheated mood in the city, is an enclave where the women can enjoy 
moments of calm, happiness and personal freedom before the course of history 
catches up with their paradise. The violent break-in of the world outside sud-
denly destroys the poetic garden and the community of women along with it.

In this feature film debut Neshat combines historical facts with mythological 
aspects, creating a narrative form called magic realism. By moving back and 
forth between reality and magic, Women Without Men is able to alternate 
between historical narrative and mystical fable.

Untitled (Zarin series), 2005, C-print, 186 × 136 cm 
© Shirin Neshat, Courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery, New York 
and Brussels
Lender: Sammlung Klein, Eberdingen-Nussdorf

Untitled (Mahdokht series), 2004, C-print, 89.4 × 232.8 cm 
© Shirin Neshat, Courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery, New York 
and Brussels
Lender: Sammlung Klein, Eberdingen-Nussdorf

Women Without Men, 2009, feature film, HD video, 99 min. 
© Shirin Neshat, Courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery, New York 
and Brussels



Roja

Roja (2016) is part of a trilogy entitled Dreamers. It recalls the formal-aesthet-
ics of earlier video works, albeit with a different content. Where Neshat treated 
the gender relations in contemporary Iran in those earlier works, here she is 
looking at dreams as a state between consciousness and insanity. Each of the 
three video installations revolves around a young woman, following her on a 
hallucinatory trek in the form of atmospheric or surrealistic images.

Roja is based on a dream the artist had. In the dream she leaves a modern 
Western building and thinks she recognises her mother in the distance, who at 
closer range is transformed into a monster. Neshat transfers the hallucinatory 
atmosphere of the nightmare to her film narrative: a young woman is sitting 
in a sold-out theater hall following with interest the appearance of an older 
performer. When she has the feeling that the performance is directed at herself, 
she rushes out of the hall, finding herself alone in an industrial no-mans-land, 
where in analogy to Neshat’s dream, a ghostly encounter transpires.

In Roja Neshat is also dealing with her own fears and desires. In addition to 
the fear of the other and feeling of otherness, she is addressing the desire for 
homeland. But the desire to merge with the mother is exposed as a utopian 
illusion by the transformation of the mother figure. Roja is about describing the 
fear of displacement and being torn between Western and Iranian culture, two 
worlds which are suggested by the sold-out auditorium and modern architecture 
versus the desert landscape and darkly shrouded female figure. If that figure 
and the performer apparently belong to the past of the young woman, Roja can 
also be understood as a psychodrama about the impossibility of escaping one’s 
own history and family influence.

Roja, 2016, single-channel video- and audio installation, HD video, b/w, 15 min.
© Shirin Neshat, Courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery, New York 
and Brussels

Sarah

Sarah (2016) is part of a trilogy entitled Dreamers. It recalls the formal-aesthet-
ics of earlier video works, albeit with a different content. Where Neshat treated 
the gender relations in contemporary Iran in those earlier works, here she is 
looking at dreams as a state beatween consciousness and insanity. Each of the 
three video installations revolves around a young woman, following her on a 
hallucinatory trek in the form of atmospheric or surrealistic images. 

In Sarah Neshat shows a young woman wandering around in the forest. The 
forest shows signs of an intervention, but it is unclear whether these are signs 
of decay or the evidence of violent conflicts. The shorn pieces of hair which the 
woman discovers and the remains of an abandoned fireplace could be taken 
as signs of a devastation. Associations with violence, mortality and death 
also occur as the woman meets a troop of soldiers marching by and a group of 
women clad in black and swinging an incense vessel. It is impossible to say here 
if the encounters actually happened or were only dreamed. Are the soldiers and 
women just images from memory? The wandering and the indistinct search-
ing of the young woman find a final end with the idea of her own death on the 
banks of a body of water: While the woman slips in and disappears, the film 
image slowly dissolves.

Although Neshat specifies neither spatial nor temporal coordinates, operating 
instead with diffuse images and vague allusions, the work transmits a feeling 
of a world torn by conflict. At the same time, Sarah creates an allegory about 
the power of memories or of a (traumatic) past that determine the protagonist’s 
present, providing her with a framework.

Sarah, 2016, single-channel video- and audio installation, HD video, b/w, 
14 min.
© Shirin Neshat, Courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery, New York and 
Brussels 
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