
Shirin Neshat !
As artists, women’s impact on the art world and on art history has been — to a certain degree — 
underwhelmed and ignored; this is especially true in the case of women trying to tackle 
important or bigger issues such as (in a broad sense) representation and social norms. It is for this 
reason that attention should be brought to one such woman fighting to show issues regarding her 
country of birth: Shirin Neshat. !
Neshat was born in 1957 in Qazvin, Iran. She moved to the United States at the age of 17 to 
study art. In 1982 she graduated from the University of California, Berkeley with an MFA 
(master of fine arts). Her return to Iran in 1990 after the Iranian revolution led to her artistic 
focus on memory and life in Iran. Her work has a main focus on social and political issues for 
Iranian and Muslim people, with an emphasis on women and feminist issues. Neshat currently 
lives and works in New York.  1
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One of Shirin Neshat’s earliest pieces is Unveiling 
from her Women of Allah series (1993).  This 2

picture depicts a young woman wearing black 
clothing that covers her hair and most of her body. 
The woman’s face is emotionless and her pose feels 
more reserved or perhaps restricted. Neshat has 
written over the woman’s face, as well as over some 
of the visible parts of her body. This could represent 
how women in Iranian culture are suppose to act; 
they are not suppose to have an opinion on matters 
and are not necessarily considered to even have 
thoughts and opinions on anything outside of taking 
care of the household. The writing across her face 
can be interpreted as the thoughts that this women is 
hiding from the world, as well as the way she may 
feel about her current situation. This relates to 
Neshat’s work to try to bring awareness to the 
conditions that Iranian women live under; they are 
not allowed to have a voice of their own. Shirin 
Neshat could be trying to give voice to these women 
herself since they do not have the means to do so 
themselves within their culture. !
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Next to discuss is Shirin Neshat’s piece Rebellious Silence 
(1994).  This piece is similar to Unveiling in part of what is 3

depicted; a women is covered in black cloth and has writing 
covering her face. However, the way in which the writing is 
presented is slightly different. Unveiling shows the writing 
covering any open skin on the woman’s face, whereas in this 
piece the woman’s eyes are left free of text surrounding them. 
This could symbolize that this woman is aware to the position 
she has in society and that she has a clear perspective and 
view of the current social norms for women in her society. In 
addition, the woman in this image has a gun with her, with 
the barrel dividing her face in half. The fact that the gun is 
present could represent rebellion against the role that her 
society has forced upon her, and that she has the desire to 
fight against it. The barrel dividing her face could represent 
an internal conflict being experienced by the woman. On one 
side, she recognizes the need for change and wants to fight 
against the injustice of social positions forced upon her and 
other women. On the other hand, she may recognize the danger in trying to fight a system that 
has persisted for such a long time, and that her efforts may not provide results and may end up 
causing further harm to her and women like her. While she is still not giving voice to her 
thoughts, she debates what would happen if she did. Again, Shirin Neshat is attempting to give a 
voice to those from her country of birth. This depiction shows a more upfront approach to the 
issue of equality for women, and could perhaps be showing that Neshat would like these women 
to more actively fight for their rights; it could, on the other hand, be showing that the women of 
her country are already challenging the social norms in Iranian society and that they are willing 
to fight for their thoughts to be heard. !!!!!!!!!!!

 “Shirin Neshat,” Signs, http://signsjournal.org/shirin-neshat/ (accessed May 4, 2016).3
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Shirin Neshat’s next piece is Speechless (1996).  This 4

picture depicts a close-up shot of a young woman. Similar 
to Neshat’s other photographic pieces, she has added text 
over the woman’s face. This reinforces her common theme 
of women being unable to express their thoughts and 
opinions while still showing that these women do have 
something to say. It could be argued that the title Speechless 
for this piece is being used ironically; this woman is not 
able to speak her mind, but this is not as a result of having 
nothing to say. Judging by the amount of text on this 
woman’s face, the impression rises that she has a great deal 
that she wants to communicate. Again, the culture she 
comes from will not let her speak of her many thoughts, and 
thus she is dubbed as “speechless.” !
In 1996, Neshat produced the piece On 
Guard.  Unlike many of Neshat’s previous 5

photography pieces, this image does not 
directly represent women by avoiding 
showing the face or any reference to the 
female figure. Instead, she chooses to focus 
on the hands. In this instance, she appears to 
be wrapping her hands around an old 
fashioned microphone. One possible 
interpretation of this piece goes along with 
the idea that Shirin Neshat is trying to be the 
voice of other women like her. She could be 
saying that she wants to protect the right of 
Iranian women to speak their minds and attain 
equality. On the other hand, this piece could be emphasizing women’s inability to speak out, with 
the hands acting as a barrier through which their thoughts cannot be heard. !!!!!!!
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During the span of time from 1993 to 1997, Shirin Neshat produced a black and white 
photography series known as Wonen of Allah. This series came as a result of her visit to her 
home country after the Iranian Revolution.  The women depicted here are far more aggressively 6

presented, with the inclusion of a gun in three out of four of the images. In the one depicting the 
woman pointing the gun directly toward the camera, the message is fairly clear: she is willing to 
fight for her rights. At the same time, this woman does not seem angry or give off an air of 
aggression herself. Rather, she seems reserved and in control. Fighting for her voice to be heard 
is something she needs to do, but that does not mean she will enjoy the process of attaining such 
a right. Another image in the series depicts two feet with writing on them, and a gun barrel 
resting between them. This could be interpreted as a metaphor that the women of Iran will no 
longer stand for their unequal opportunities and that they are willing to use force in order for 
their voices to be heard. With women generally not being depicted as being the aggressors, these 
images capture the attention of the viewers with this approach of showing women in a different 
way. !
Next to discuss is a number of short films that Shirin Neshat has produced. One such film is 
Turbulent (1998).  This film makes use of a split screen to show the differences in the ability for 7

men and women in Iranian culture to speak. For most of the film, the man on the left side of the 
screen has a full male audience and 
the viewer can hear his 
performance. On the right, the 
woman stands by herself in the 
same space with no audience and no 
sound. When the right scene shifts, 
to show the woman’s face, we are 
able to hear her singing. However, 
she is surrounded by blackness and 
her voice has an echo to it. This 
stands as a representation that a 
woman’s voice in this culture can 
be just as beautiful as a man’s, but 
her voice is trapped within her mind 
and cannot escape. At times, the woman’s voice is made out to be distorted and almost painful to 
listen to, which could be said to convey the pain that these women are experiencing by not being 
able to share their thoughts equally to men. The lack of the men’s movement or activity on the 
left reinforces the idea that they are choosing not to hear what women are trying to say. !!
 “Shirin Neshat, Women of Allah Series,” TeacherArtWiki, http://teachartwiki.wikispaces.com/6

Shirin+Neshat,+Women+of+Allah+Series (accessed May 2, 2016).

 “Turbulent by Shirin Neshat,” YouTube, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NhG52Qh_ieA 7

(accessed May 4, 2016).

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NhG52Qh_ieA
http://teachartwiki.wikispaces.com/Shirin+Neshat,+Women+of+Allah+Series


Another of Neshat’s short films was Fervor (2000).  Shirin Neshat again employs a split screen 8

to show the inequality between men and women of Iranian culture. When the men and women 
are shown together, there is a curtain obscuring their view of each other, as if the women would 
only serve as a distraction to the men and that they cannot sit together as equals. When the man 
speaking to everyone present incites a response in his audience, only the voices of the men can 
be heard, even though the video clearly shows women responding as well. Throughout the 
presentation, there is also a connection 
made between one man and one women; 
they keep looking through the fabric at one 
another. The looks he gives her give the 
impression that she is being seen as an 
object, and after she leaves and we see 
them passing each other on the street the 
man does not even glance at her when he 
has the impression that she could think for 
herself and not follow the sort of mob 
mentality presented when everyone was 
chanting in unison earlier. !
Throughout all of her work, Shirin Neshat has had one main goal: to give a voice to the women 
of Iranian culture. While she may not be able to convey this collective voice to the people of her 
country, she has still been able to raise awareness to the conditions of women like her by 
presenting her work to western nations in the hope of changing the overall view of Iranian 
culture. !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 “Fervor Excerpt.” Vimeo. http://vimeo.com/77076334 (accessed May 2, 2016).8
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