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Shirin Neshat, sent to college in
the United States, left Iran in 1974,
not long before the Islamic revolu-
tion that brought the Ayatollah Kho-
meini to power. When Ms. Neshat
returned to Iran in 1990, she was
initially appalled by the changed
status of women, who were restrict-
ed to the domestic sphere and com-
pelled to cloak themselves in the
chador. While skeptical of conten-
tions by some Irdanian women that
the chador was actually a liberating
garment because it freed them
from being looked at as sex objects,
Ms. Neshat found herself attracted
to the revolutionary fervor of Irani-
an society and to the chador as “a
symbol of rebellion against imperi-
alism."

On her return to the United
States, she began making photo-
graphs in which she herself —
sometimes alone and sometimes
accompanied by other women —
appeared wearing the chador, ex-
posing only those parts of the body
(eyes, hands, feet) allowed by Is-
lam. The photographs are exhibited
in the form of 3-by-4-foot black-and-
white prints: over the exposed
areas of her body, Ms. Neshat has
inscribed snaking lines of Farsi
script, reproducing poems by Irani-
an feminists.

In her more recent pictures, Ms.
Neshat often shows herself holding
a rifle, its phallic barrel protruding
incongruously between opened
palms or the soles of her feet. The
guns are apparently meant to ex-
press her sense of solidarity with
her Iranian brothers-in-arms: an
inscribed poem by Tahereh Saffar-
zadeh reads (in translation): 'O
my brother/0 watchful one/as your
bullets in the air/break my sleep/as
if by reflex, [ pray for you."

Is this a reference to Iran's long

515 WEST 24 STREET NEW YORK NY 10011 212 206 8300 FAX 212 206 9301 GLADSTONEGALLERY.COM

and bloody war with Iraq or to the
bullying Revolutionary Guards who
enforce the Islamic Government's
restrictive rules regarding person-
al behavior? Ms. Neshat's imagery
seems tainted by a 1960's-style glo-
rification of revolutionary violence:
radical chic comes back, in her
pictures, as radical sheik. The heav-
ily mascaraed eyes, the sensuous
play of shadow across skin (in the
manner of Richard Avedon's fash-
lon photographs) and the elegant
Farsi script create an aura of "*Ori-
ental” seductiveness seemingly at
odds with Ms. Neshat's nostalgia.
for fundamentalism. |
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