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Abstract 

My personal experiences of migrating from Iran to Australia inform my practice and 

perspectives on the notions of ‘home’ and ‘belonging’ in the relationship of diasporas with their 

adopted environment. In formulating these issues, this exegesis follows a practice-based, 

exploratory, and interdisciplinary methodology to examine the multiple senses of place in the 

experiences of diasporas. I employ an allegorical framework in which I juxtapose Iranian and 

Australian elements, creating hybrid works of art where the final reading is greater than the sum 

of their parts. I accomplish this through an exploration of various mediums, including image 

transfer, body projection, pokerwork, and video transitions.  

I collect images, fragments, and objects that have authentic metaphoric meanings related to Iran 

and Australia. Through my process-based studio practice, I revise, amend, and adapt these 

items, placing them in compositions that suggest new spaces of meaning. I particularly draw 

from the allegories of the ‘Persian Paradise Garden’ manifested in miniature paintings, carpet 

designs, and poetry—among other traditional depictions. I argue that using traces of Australian 

nature and history within this allegorical framework is an effective model for interpreting 

‘home’ as a ‘garden of contemplation’, and a possible means for translating cultural 

‘interruption’ and ‘interconnection’ in contemporary art practice. Additionally, due to its central 

significance in relation to Iranian identity, the mytho-historical poems, and miniatures of 

Shahnameh (The Book of Kings) written by Abu al-Qasem Ferdowsi in the eleventh century, is 

also integral and greatly acknowledged in this research.  

The paradoxes of displacement—past and present, tradition and contemporary, and East and 

West—are evoked in the work of artists Shirin Neshat, Mona Hatoum, Shahzia Sikander, and 

Hossein Valamanesh. Through studying the practices of these artists and my studio works, this 

exegesis is intellectually indebted to the theories of ‘hybridity’ and ‘third space’, conceptualised 

by Homi Bhabha and extended by Nikos Papastergiadis and others. These theories propose that 

interactive and evolving spaces appear when two cultural poles collide, acting as 

interconnecting channels between the two—the place of origin and the place of adoption: in this 

case Iran and Australia.  
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Introduction 

Triggered by my journey of migration from Iran to Australia in 2012, this thesis unfolds the 

profound relationship between transitional space of migration and the aspects of home, place, 

and identity across domestic objects and found organic fragments, painting, body projection, 

and video. I follow a practice-based and art-based methodology that takes a subjective, 

experimental, and exploratory approach in terms of choosing the mediums and techniques 

employed—such as ‘image transfer’, ‘pyrography’ and ‘collage’—and the juxtaposition of 

elements taken from both Iran and Australia, with the intention of manifesting a new hybrid 

space: one that Homi Bhabha calls the translational ‘third space’.  

Living far away from home provided me with an ability to look back to my past and see 

things differently. My diasporic status has become a means through which to investigate a 

developing self-awareness that bridges the often conflicting and paradoxical feelings 

associated with displacement, with a new sense of belonging. To me, Iran is a world of 

contradictions; a world of extreme natural, social, emotional, cultural, and political 

dichotomies. Indeed, it is this fabulously rich world that has contextualised my visions, 

alliances, intimacies, family, cultural insights and more. Nevertheless, at the same time, Iran 

has become a country of restriction, autocracy, and fraud; a homeland that no longer fostered 

its people. I made the decision to leave the country and my loved ones following the chaotic 

aftermath of the ‘Green Movement’.1 

I use the expression ‘a thousand and one’ in the title of my thesis to metaphorically add a 

sense of endlessness and indefinite ending, similar to how the term was used in ancient 

Persian literature; since ‘a thousand’ used to indicate a fixed number but ‘a thousand and one’ 

becomes open-ended.2 Just like the endless tales told in the A Thousand and One Nights.3 this 

                                                
1 The Green Movement was a global movement of opposition that occurred in response to the 2009 presidential 

election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in Iran.  
2 Ulrich Marzolph, "The Persian Nights: Links between the Arabian Nights and Persian Culture," Fabula 45, no. 

3/4 (2004): 277. 
3 A Thousand and One Nights is originated from a pre-Islamic Persian prototype called Hazar Afsan, meaning 

‘A Thousand Myths’ in which a Persian princess called Scheherazade (Šhahrzād in Farsi), tells a series of 
stories to the evil king, who invaded her country and forcibly married her to kill later. She suspends the story 
each time to continue the next night in order to keep the king from killing her. Later and through centuries, 
other stories were added by different nations that made the book as one of the biggest collection of Middle-
Eastern fables.  
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thesis signifies boundless accounts, interactions and ways of cross-cultural ‘interruption’ and 

‘interconnection’ that can emerge as a result of migration.  

I was born in Tehran and grew up among a generation called the ‘burnt generation’. The 

experience of post Iran-Iraq war, socio-political shifts, the clash between Islamic government 

and political oppositions, and between religious deems and human rights developed a sense of 

nihilism and scepticism among my generation towards the future and religious values. We 

blamed our parents for instigating the Islamic revolution that took over the Pahlavi regime. To 

keep our distance from the corrupted regime we learnt to live a double life—one in the public 

realm, and one behind the walls of our houses. We then kept dreaming of and identifying with 

the glorified ancient Persia. 

During the Pahlavi dynasty (1925–1979), with the foundation of Tehran’s Museum of 

Contemporary Art in 1977, and the increasing reputation of Tehran’s School of Fine Art, Iran 

had a striking role in reviving modern art and cultivating contemporary art in the Middle East. 

When the Islamic revolution took place, the country was soon at war, and the artistic and 

cultural sector was suspended for at least a decade. The major phase of Iranian diaspora 

formed in the first years following the establishment of the Islamic regime and continued until 

today. Many of the acclaimed contemporary Iranian artists like Shirin Neshat, Hossein 

Valamanesh, Farhad Moshiri, Parviz Tanavoli and many others, left the country in those years 

and established their practices in Western countries.  

The research on ‘Iranian diaspora’, particularly in the context of contemporary art, is very 

insufficient. Most of the studies has been done in the recent decade by those who like myself, 

left the country to develop their practice abroad. Iran has seen the highest rate of the ‘brain 

drain’ phenomenon compared to other Asian countries, in recent years.4 In Australia, 67.4 

percent of the Iranian-born Australians aged fifteen years and above hold higher education 

degrees, as compared to 55.9 percent of the Australian population in the year 2011.5 

In this thesis while acknowledging the undeniable difficulties of displacement, I look at how 

for a visual artist, displacement can be transformed into a productive experience; a productive 

experience that has the potential to deepen self-awareness and reach beyond the intercultural 

rupture. As a migrant I live a hybrid life, embracing qualities taken from my past experiences 

                                                
4 William J. Carrington and Enrica Detragiache, "How Extensive Is the Brain Drain?," Finance and 

Development 36, no. 2 (1999). 
5 "Community Information Summary: Iran-Born," Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC), 

https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/02_2014/iran.pdf. 
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of living in Iran, and the standards of language and lifestyle I have adopted since living in 

Australia. My migration journey, though well planned in the beginning, has been a puzzling 

passage with unexpected difficulties that, indeed, has devoured my personality and estranged 

me from the world around and from myself. The experiences of detachment from familiar 

spaces, inevitably demands transformation and a re-discovering of self in order to create a 

feeling of contentment with a new place. It is possible that visual art, flourishes better in such 

situation as its language is far more transferrable, than say creative writing, for instance. As a 

visual artist, however, I use this sudden feeling of loss of the familiar, for the benefit of my 

creativity and to mould a new identity.  

The first chapter of this exegesis describes the key terms and the main methodology of 

practice-based (PBR) or arts-based research (ABR) that I have followed. I also describe some 

of the other methods and media that I used in my studio research. In chapter two, the 

theoretical discussions I explore have been informed by Homi Bhabha’s philosophies of ‘third 

space’ and ‘hybridity’. These concepts are then used to analyse works of art that are 

concerned with notions of diaspora. I also discuss the works of Stuart Hall, Nikos 

Papastergiadis, and Yi-Fu Tuan particularly in outlining ‘cultural identity’ and reflecting the 

multilateral experiences of migrants in their association with place. I discuss as well, theories 

proposed by scholars like Seyed Hossein Nasr and Abbas Milani on Persian art and Iranian 

diaspora.  

In chapter three, I analyse works of artists Shirin Neshat, Mona Hatoum, Shahzia Sikander 

and Hossein Valamanesh. These artists use various contemporary approaches and techniques 

to explore notions of migration, conflict, autocracy, dissent, and cultural traditions. Their 

practices are affected by their migration, complex relationships with their original homeland, 

and an urge in making new sense of belonging to their adopted environment.  

Chapter four, conveys a visual survey of selected works from my studio research. It is 

informed by Persian mythology, poetry, and personal memories of Iran, and the need to meld 

these to new tropes and experiences to those in my adopted homeland.  

 

I have mainly drawn from fragments of traditional miniature illustrations of Shahnameh6 or 

                                                
6 Shahnameh or The Book of Kings was written in the eleventh century by Iranian poet Ferdowsi. It is the 

national epic of the Iranian people written over 50,000 rhyming couplets. It recounts the history of Iran from 
its creation to its downfall with Arabia’s invasion in the seventh century, which finally resulted in the end of 
the Sassanid dynasty and the imposition of Arab rulers and Islamic beliefs over the country. The outcomes of 
this invasion, with its introduction of Islam, added an array of paradoxes to the Persian culture. Through 
centuries, the book making, illumination, and miniature painting of Shahnameh continued to be published 
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The Book of Kings and the diligent and intricate motifs of the Persian garden represented in 

carpets and other forms of traditional arts. For most Iranians, their ancient history invokes a 

strong sense of belonging, identity, and loyalty to the past. Myths and folk tales are a highly 

valued part of Persian literature. Persian poetry and literature are influential and powerful in 

Iran as poets are considered to be the protectors of Iranian culture and identity. Shahnameh, is 

“the work constitutive of Iranian national identity”,7 and its creator, Ferdowsi, is considered 

the most esteemed poet in Iran since he wrote the national epic of Persia in the era that Arab 

rulers were trying to overpower the Persian history. It also remains an important criterion to 

Iranian identity often used to distinguish secular people who honour their Persian background 

from those who follow strict religious Islamic codes governed by the Islamic regime.8 

Although my studio research does not directly render intellectual and theoretical concepts, it 

certainly locates its own language, and mode of inquiry within the sphere of the studied 

theoretical discourses. That is, I have explored the relevant theory and concepts of other 

artists’ practices to inform and support my practice not to simply conflate the creative and 

exegetical components.  

As said, elements of nature and culture have a vital position in my practice. Aspects of 

Australian nature and history are juxtaposed with those of Iranian culture to metaphorically 

stand as a reflective ‘garden of contemplation’. A symbolic garden that is enriched by 

cherished moments of past and is providing a sanctuary to rejuvenate and recreate a potential 

space in the present. From the juxtaposition of the two worlds, a new space emerges with 

hybrid qualities which is at the same time productive, expressive, and interconnected.  

As this research draws on traditional Iranian allegories, one might find them to be common 

with the visual culture of the nearby region. Here, I want to emphasise that the Middle East is 

a geographical expanse, not a concept or identity. The definition is given to a region 

expanding from South West Asia to North Africa. The historical and cultural aspects of each 

country within this region is so complex and diverse that it is not possible to be translated into 

one cultural homogeneity. In Iran alone, several languages are spoken and people come from 

                                                
under commission of the kings who ruled Iran and the nearby regions, created under various styles and artistic 
schools. 

7 Marzolph, Ulrich. “Illustrated Persian Lithographic Editions of the Shâhnâme.” Edebiyat: Journal of M.E. 
Literatures 13, no. 2 (2003), 177–98, https://doi.org/10.1080/0364650032000143238.  

8 Bahram Beyzai, The Meaning of Shahnameh as a Social Work, vol. 1, Semiotics of Iranian Myths (Stanford 
University: Iranian Studies Program, 2013), Video. 
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various ethnicities and religious backgrounds such as Persians, Turks, Kurds, Muslims, 

Christians, Zoroastrians, Jews, Baha’is, non-believers and many more.   

 

Finally, this research would be incomplete without referencing Edward Said’s influential 

theory of Orientalism (1978). His concepts resonate within this research in a way that convey 

a resistance with any stereotyping and generalising of the experiences of Middle-Easterners. I 

reject a collective identity of Islamic art for the artistic production of the region. Such 

categorisation would only strip the artists of their individual experiences. Diaspora is a 

subjective condition and even individuals within one community may have different 

experiences of it. Thus, in this research, I will reflect on my own personal understandings that 

may be comparable to, but are not grounded upon, or informed by a common sense of 

community: even within the Iranian community in Australia. 
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Chapter 1: Research Outline 

Definition of Terms 

Diaspora- Iranian Diaspora 

French sociologist Stephane Düfoix in his book, Diasporas (2008) argues that ‘diaspora’ is a 

word that encapsulates the changes in relationships to distance and time in displaced people’s 

experience of space. Diaspora is a very appropriate word that fits well with all the changes 

associated with distance and movement. It encompasses all sorts of identities, locality, and 

modernity.9 

The term ‘Iranian Diaspora’ describes a diverse community of Iranians, who have left Iran 

since the Islamic revolution and are dispersed mostly in Western countries. Mammad Aidani, 

the professor of history and philosophy at the University of Melbourne, explains Iranian 

diaspora as a “diverse community . . . part of the broader international exodus that culminated 

as a result of the 1979 revolution . . . almost six million Iranians either freely chose or were 

forced to leave Iran.” 10 

Before 1979, Iranian migration to Australia was mainly in the form of service workers, 

usually in the oil industry. Later, however, many people with different professions also 

moved to Australia. The 1996 Australian census cited that Iranian-born Australians, 

numbered 16,273.11  By 30 June 2014, the estimated residential population of Iranian-born 

individuals in Australia had increased to 50,370.12 This means that within eighteen years, 

approximately 34,000 Iranians migrated to Australia. In this thesis the experience of 

‘diaspora’ is used in reference to the peoples of Iran to describe situations of living outside 

Iran in a range of situations that include ‘exile’, ‘displacement’ and ‘immigration’. 

                                                
9 Stephane Düfoix, Diasporas, trans. William Rodamor, 2nd ed. (Berkley, California: University of California 

Press, 2008), 106–08. 
10 Mammad Aidani, "Iranian Poetic Testimonies of Revolution, Trauma and Displacement," Australian Feminist 

Studies 26, no. 69 (2011): 335. 
11 Behnaz Neswadarani, "Iranians," The Australian People: An Encyclopaedia of the Nation, Its People and 

Their Origins, ed. James Jupp (Cambridge University Press, 2001), 441. 
12 "Historical Migration Statistics," Australia Government, Department of Home Affairs (DIAC), 

https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about/reports-publications/research-statistics/statistics/live-in-
australia/historical-migration-statistics.  



 7 

Iran vs Persia 

For many people, ‘Persia’ has a much broader historical and cultural meaning than that 

conveyed by ‘Iran’. Many no longer know that Iran and Persia are the same, thinking that Iran 

is also an Arab country.13 This outlook is reinforced by the Islamic regime of Iran who chose 

to use the name ‘Iran’ over ‘Persia’ in order to oppose the previous regime’s use of the word 

‘Persia’. Many Iranians tend to refer themselves as Persian rather than Iranian when in front 

of non-Iranians as an attempt to detach their identity from the political complexities that the 

Islamic regime has imposed in recent decades. Present-day Iran however, is part of the much 

larger Iranian plateau, the whole of which, at times, formed part of the Persian Empire. 

Today, a wider historical cultural entity is still called the ‘Persianate world’ that contains 

many nearby countries, the folklores of which date back to Indo-Persian myths.14 This 

clarification is important as I use the terms ‘Iran’ and ‘Persia’ interchangeably, as both words 

have equal historical use and reference to the same country.  

Place vs Space 

I use ‘place’ to refer to a certain location or domicile, which also is situated within a margin 

or borders like ‘Iran’, or ‘Queensland’, or ‘house’. ‘Space’, on the other hand, has been used 

in this thesis to describe an ambiguous, or not clearly known area. The Chinese-American 

humanist geographer, Yi-Fu Tuan says that “when space is thoroughly familiar to us, it has 

become the place.”15 I use ‘place’ in relation to ‘space’, based on Tuan’s idea that place is a 

“humanized space” and our sense of awareness of places is closely connected to the idea of 

space-time and our conscious habituation in that environment. A growing realisation for me 

in this research has been that having a sense of self, demands the idea of ‘being in place’. 

                                                
13 Homa Katouzian, The Persians Ancient, Mediaeval, and Modern Iran (Yale University Press, 2009), 3. 
14 Katouzian, The Persians Ancient, Mediaeval, and Modern Iran, 12. 
15 Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (London: Edward Arnold, 1977), 73. 
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Methodology and Central Question 

My chief methodology is PBR and/or ABR. Although both terms are often used 

interchangeably in terms of embodying and integrating creative art into qualitative research 

structures, Graeme Sullivan suggests that the terms initially reflect geographical prominence, 

with ABR being adopted by mostly North American universities and PBR being followed in 

UK, Europe, and Australian universities.16  

ABR/PBR is a reflexive inquiry that is informed by contexts of personal, cultural, historical, 

political, and local communities. It demands merging practice with theory. Robyn Stewart 

writes that “[reflective] practitioners assume that ideas that underpin their practice should be 

questioned. To do this they tend to explore and uncover theory embedded in, rather than 

applied to practice.”17 This research is concerned with autoethnography, diaspora studies, 

iconography, and Islamic and Iranian aesthetics. These theories have enabled me to frame this 

exegesis.  

It is during practice, that the most insightful moments can appear and lead towards outcomes. 

By adopting a heuristic methodology, I create works that are informed by subjective insights 

and experiences. However, the goal of this research extends beyond my own expertise, and 

aims to be of “significance” and “broader relevance”18 to the visual art community. 

Unlike scientific methods, ABR/PBR does not rely on assumptions and standard procedures 

or proof of propositional claims, instead, as Tom Barone and Elliot W. Eisner say “it 

addresses complex and often subtle interactions and that it provides an image of those 

interactions in ways that make them noticeable.”19 Still, artists like scientists often work and 

learn through a progression of research and development, which is why the emergent and 

adaptable methodologies of art practice can direct it towards outcomes that other disciplines 

cannot achieve.20 Thus ABR/PBR usually results in generating new questions rather than 

those initially defined in the beginning of research.21 This means that many things may have 

                                                
16 Graeme Sullivan, "Research Acts in Art Practice," Studies in Art Education 48, no. 1 (2006): 21. 
17 Robyn Stewart, "(Re)Inventing Artists' Research: Constructing Living Forms of Theory," Text 7, no. 2 (2003). 
18 Andrew McNamara, "Six Rules for Practice-Led Research," TextJournal 14, no. Special Issue Beyond 

Practice-led Research (2012). 
19 Tom Barone and Elliot W. Eisner, Arts Based Research (Los Angeles: Sage, 2011), 3. 
20 James Haywood Rolling, JR, "A Paradigm Analysis of Arts-Based Research and Implications for Education," 

Studies in Art Education 51, no. 2 (2010): 104. 
21 Elliot W. Eisner, "Persistent Tensions in Arts-Based Research," in Arts-Based Research in Education: 

Foundations for Practice, ed. Richard Siegesmund and Melisa Cahnmann-Taylor (New York: Taylor and 
Francis, 2008), 13. 
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fallen out of the control of artist during the research; however as Barone notes “sometimes the 

loss itself is complete.”22 

In my art practice, the studio is the “primary site to investigation” where I experiment with 

various materials through the processes of “creative action” and “critical reflection”.23 Studio 

is the place where I procedurally tackle emotions, perceptions, materials, efforts, successes, 

and failures. Studio is also where I reflect on theories to contextualise the works. 

Sullivan notes the complexity and multi-layered nature of contemporary art practice. He 

identifies the way: 

The contemporary artist these days is part theorist, performer, producer, installer, writer, 
entertainer, and shaman, who creates in material, media, text, and time, all of which takes 
shape in real, simulated, and virtual worlds.24  

This research is carried out in an ‘interdisciplinary’ manner using mixed media across the fine 

art methods of painting, installation, pyrography, body projection, and video. As the studies 

progressed, my relationships with materials evolved. Coming from Latin, the prefix ‘inter-’ in 

the term ‘interdisciplinary’ means “between”, “among”, “mutually”, and “reciprocally”.25 All 

these terms, mean to be in connection with two ends, initially deal with temporal and spatial 

expressions. For instance, the term ‘in-between-ness’ refers to the position of a person or a 

group of people or an object that is situated between two extremes, or two contradictory 

poles, or twofold places at a definite time.  

Diasporas similarly deal with binary notions of place, past, and present. In the diasporic 

experience—as for interdisciplinary artists— problems are approached by actions of trial and 

error, rather than through straightforward and systematic actions. Diaspora is an erratic space 

of change and transformation that creates more restless individuals who often seek to 

accomplish more to shield ongoing worries, and to protect themselves from possible 

subsequent traumas. Migration puts people in an ongoing search and quest to find peace in 

settlement and a state of belonging. Similarly, the variant mediums and materials that I 

employ in my practice, I believe are enhanced through an association with the exploratory, 

                                                
22 Tom Barone, "How Arts-Based Research Can Change Minds," in Arts-Based Research in Education: 

Foundations for Practice, ed. Richard Siegesmund and Melisa Cahnmann-Taylor (New York: Taylor and 
Francis, 2008). 

23 Sullivan, "Research Acts in Art Practice," 28. 
24 Graeme Sullivan, Art Practice as Research: Inquiry in the Visual Arts (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2005), 4. 
25 Oxford English Dictionary, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), s.v. "inter-." 
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nomadic, and dynamic quality of my diasporic life. The studio works are therefore created 

through a non-linear, experimental, and exploratory processes, often initiated through 

intuition. 

Through a sensitive and heuristic engagement with materials and techniques, I perceived how 

different media can bring interpretive qualities to the art works, enhancing the studio 

outcomes to raise questions of ‘hybridity’, ‘duality’, and ‘interruption’ as much as suggesting 

new probes on cross-cultural dialogues, and ‘interconnection’. 

Hence, my research inquiry is based on employing cross-cultural metaphors that may 

constitute both ‘interruption’ and ‘interconnection’ in translating and reading the artworks in 

local and global contexts. The research question, frequently refined to remain relevant with 

the developing studio works, asks how can a visual art practice manifest the expressive sense 

of loss and cultural interruption experienced by diasporas, and yet transform them into new 

spaces of hybridity, productivity, and cultural interconnection?  

Aims, Materials and Methods in My Studio Research 

This research is based on the constant search for ways to re-establish myself through living in 

the transitional space between cultures and languages. Methods of juxtaposition, collage, and 

image transfer of elements of Iran and Australia, support ideas of belonging to the past while 

in the present, instigating the creation of new spaces formed from these interactions. 

Therefore, the key drives of my research are: 

1. to maintain a tension between two states of Iran and Australia, 

2. to work where possible in a site-specific way and to take account of local resources 
and audiences, 

3. to take command of an ‘in-between’ space in order to address states of becoming and 
transitional identity, 

4. to be conscious of the material histories of each of the resources used and to make 
these histories part of the subject matter of the work. 

My desire to make links with the Australian environment is expressed through encounters 

with Australian nature and historical sites. As well, cultural community collaborations have 

informed and nurtured the layers of my research. This has occurred in significant ways, such 

that my perception of this land is so different now, compared to my impressions in 2012 when 

I arrived here. The methods I use are actions in response to my specific research inquiries. 

The images often touch cross-cultural and sometimes binary subjects and motifs that demand 
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more personal acquaintance and comprehension to develop an accessible visual language; or a 

global language that creates a bridge between boundaries of personal and cultural, traditional, 

and contemporary, and memory and the everyday. 

An approach central to this research is the collection of materials, and various domestic 

objects, gathered in different situations and contexts. These object collections also include a 

range of images including digital copies of documents and historical references that I have 

accessed from museum and library websites. Through collecting domestic fragments, my 

regular visiting places have become demolition sites and recycling markets. The organic and 

natural fragments such as tree cuts, root stumps, and branches have been given to me by local 

residents, or collected at Botanic Gardens, or simply picked up during trips around 

Queensland.  

As well, I have used imagery from various sources including family videos and photographs, 

and artworks of early colonial settlement in Australia, and images from Iran’s visual history 

including manuscripts and miniature paintings, Islamic geometrical and floral patterns and 

iconic motifs found in Persian carpets and textiles. The traditional metaphors are significant 

in the cultural identity of the region and are mainly attributed to Sufism26 and the spiritual 

ideas of ‘Persian Paradise’. I have primarily sourced these images from miniature illustrations 

of Shahnameh. Although drawing from such a rich cultural source can contribute to notions of 

nostalgia and seeing the past as a lost paradise, it may also create a counterpoint to the current 

confused political situation in Iran.  

 

Among the employed techniques in the studio work, pokerwork—or pyrography, the 

application of wood burning in particular—is associated with Australian history. Although, 

marking with heated pointed tools is in fact an ancient method practiced by many Indigenous 

cultures including Australian Aborigines, pokerwork in Australia before World War II, 

became a very popular form of decorative art depicting images of Australian flora and fauna 

among both professional and amateur artists.  

My use of wood is also associated with my experiences in Australia, particularly in 

Queensland where forests are abundant and for many decades after European settlement, was 

                                                
26 Sufism, branched out from Islam, is a mystical school of practice that its devotees value the inward journey to 

find the creator’s power. They avoid materialism and value pluralism and peace. The word Sufi is originated 
from a Persian word meaning wisdom. Today, Sufi devotees are threatened by Islamic extremists in Iran. 
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the chief domestic building material. On the other side of the world, in Iran, where jungles are 

scarce, and wood is seldom used, concrete buildings dominate the cities and traditional 

houses, except those built in tropical north of the country, were usually built with mud bricks. 

The technique of ‘transfer print’ that I use, is a practical technique to recreate original 

photographs for the purpose of covering or overlaying translucent images on objects. The 

resulting image is a reversed version of the original, and depending on the preference, the 

process can be controlled to include some or all details of the original image.  

I also use a data projector to project images and patterns on my body and then photograph 

myself using a camera set on self-timer. Body projection can imply a visual expression of 

inner thoughts and feelings. In a way, both body projection and photography co-exist to 

promote different ways of exploring and experiencing self, especially in portraying the body 

to express the inner feelings and states of mind. 

Finally, this research for me has been a “transformative act”27 as Sullivan outlines an ABR is 

capable of being. To pursue this research, I have gathered and interpreted data by “seeing” 

and “sensing”.28 As Iranian-born and living in Australia, I have exposed myself to many new, 

unexpected, and challenging spaces. Interacting with the new spaces mandates breaking out of 

comfort zones. I had to learn how to suspend expectation and desired outcomes, in order to 

interpret my encounters with the new environment in a more self-reflexive way.  

I am aware of the contradictions and differences that may arise in the works through 

juxtaposing cross-cultural metaphors, especially when considering the different cultural, 

historical, and environmental relations between Iran and Australia. Yet, I argue that such 

inconsistencies also create multiple fields of meaning that can promote a hybrid and 

productive space, which acts as an interconnecting tool between the two places. In the 

following chapter, I will expand the discussions on hybridity and translational space of 

diaspora by conveying theories from eminent scholars in the related fields to these subjects.  

 

  

                                                
27 Sullivan, "Research Acts in Art Practice," 22. 
28 Sullivan, "Research Acts in Art Practice," 23. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Discourse 

In this chapter, I will develop the discussions on the notions of ‘third space’ and ‘hybridity’ 

and will outline the debate on the diasporic Middle-Eastern artist as a ‘cultural translator’ and 

moderator between the two places of origin, and settlement. The discussion will lead to 

notions of place in diasporic experiences of ‘home’ embodied through paradigms of ‘Persian 

Paradise’ and Australian environment. The theoretical discussion developed in this chapter 

emerged from equally intense and dynamic studio practice.  

My study has drawn from the following scholars: Homi K. Bhabha, Nikos Papastergiadis, 

Stuart Hall, Abbas Milani, Yi-Fu Tuan, Seyed Hossein Nasr, and Edward Said. While at the 

same time other forms of literature helped to inspire and enlighten my practice like diaries, 

poetry, and narratives from ancient Persian prose and colonial records. As Sullivan points out 

the essential element of artistic research is to encourage and develop the capability to move 

beyond the established theory and open up new perspectives and knowledge on the relevant 

issues manifested through creative images and forms.29 Consequently, the arguments 

presented here have been built upon and nurtured through studio practice. 

The Hybrid Third Space: Diasporic Artist as Cultural Translator 

A ‘third space’ is a transitional opening that emerges from the twofold meeting in any form of 

constructive conversation, interaction, and collaboration. Both terms, ‘hybridity’ and ‘third 

space’, are derived from Homi K. Bhabha’s postcolonial theories to describe the formation of 

new cultural identities under the conditions of colonial opposition. In his 1994 book The 

Location of Culture, Bhabha argues that a new space, evolving from the meeting of two 

boundaries, is potentially productive and dynamic, with new possibilities. Accordingly, this 

hybrid space is an ambivalent state whose cultural representation questions the boundaries of 

cultural identity going beyond what has been established.30 ‘Third space’, then, is an 

emerging space, peculiar to itself, without a fixed formulation.  

Nevertheless, the term also perfectly encapsulates the experiences of diasporic people who 

live in a transitional position in relation to the land they left behind and the place they 

migrated to. The experiences of diasporas in discovering aspects of their new situations, 

(which are at times despairing and other times uplifting), naturally give birth to subtle spaces 

                                                
29 Sullivan, "Research Acts in Art Practice," 32. 
30 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), 2. 
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of tolerance, comprehension, longing, and also friction. Although a ‘hybrid’ space is created 

from the collision of other spaces that may even contradict each other, this new dimension 

itself stands far from those ambiguities and instead becomes a space of inclusion, 

collaboration, and translation. That is the ‘hybrid identity’ of diaspora becomes the primary 

initiator of the ‘third space’. 

The necessity of ‘translation’ comes into places when two cultures come into contact. 

Eradicating ‘interruptions’ when communicating with the other is an especially necessary task 

for those living between two cultures. As scholar Nikos Papastergiadis states “the 

proliferation of non-Western artists within the institutions of contemporary art . . . prompted 

[the] critical attention towards the tendency of cultural translation”.31  

Essentially, the diasporic artist seems to be in an appropriate position to create a possible 

space for ‘cultural translation’. Bhabha emphasises the importance of differentiating between 

cultural translation (interpretation) and generic types of literal translation. In his discourse of 

‘cultural translation’, the requirement of it applies to all minority cultures (migration, 

feminism, LGBTIQ, and so forth) who exist at the borders of the mainstream. As Bhabha 

further observes, “by exploring this third space, we may elude the politics of polarity and 

emerge as the others of ourselves.”32  

‘Translation’ then creates an opening, a possibility for negotiation and connection between 

two cultures. ‘Translation’ is what Bhabha defines as “the third space of enunciation”.33 The 

hybrid third space is a space of expression, as Bhabha observes, it is impossible to separate it 

from the opportunity of cultural translation. He further notes, that the “concept of a third 

space is to begin to see that thinking and writing are acts of translation. Therefore, third space 

[for Bhabha] . . . is unthinkable outside the locality of cultural translation”.34  

If “[t]ranslation is the performative nature of cultural communication”,35 as Bhabha says, then 

it is a step on the road to liberty and equality in our modern societies in which a large-scale 

population of people are on the move. Asia, particularly the South, and the Middle East have 

                                                
31 Nikos Papastergiadis, "Aesthetic Cosmopolitanism: The Force of the Fold in Diasporic Intimacy," The 

International Communication Gazette, Sage Publication 79, no. 6-7 (2017): 26. 
32 Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 56. 
33 Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 36. 
34 Homi K. Bhabha, Translation and Displacement (New York: The Graduate Centre, City University of New 

York, 2016), video, 30 min.  
35 Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 326. 
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faced radical socio-political shifts and transformations in recent decades, resulting many 

people leaving their home and migrating to other parts of the world. On the inevitable 

consequences of cosmopolitanism and transnational movement in our era, Papastergiadis 

states that: 

Even those who have never left home are affected by mobility. The movement of migrants, 
tourists and refugees cause ripples of influence that touch everyone. The circulation of 
messages and images is rapidly changing the experience of everyday life. Contemporary 
art practices are increasingly defined by the dual desire for mobility and attachment to 
place.36 

The present-day Middle-Eastern artist is most likely affected by displacement. Most art 

created by diasporic artists interrogate notions of ‘hybridity’, ‘conflict’, ‘nostalgia’, 

‘belonging’, and the socio-political stresses between the global and the local. They carry 

diverse languages infused by their past and cultural aspects of their land of origin that require 

new ‘translations’ when displayed in the new host societies. On the other hand, ‘cultural 

translation’, whether it is possible or impossible, is a natural consequence and aspiration of 

the hybrids like migrants, for they live in that ambiguous space that belongs to no origins and 

nowhere. 

In the intersection of cultural discourses, a ‘third space’ is actually “a translational space of 

negotiation” that unfolds itself over the continuing practices of “dissent”, “dialogue”, 

“conversation”, “strategy”, and “craft”.37 A ‘third space’ is a liminal space where other 

positions and translations can emerge to shift fixed identification with nationality and 

authority. When the theoretical limits between cultures are removed, one can perceive that all 

cultures are the product of ‘hybridity’ where a mutual interaction keeps the contingency and 

connection to transformation ongoing. According to Bhabha, all cultures, despite their various 

contrary or self-contradictory systems, are built upon signifying and symbolic language and 

therefore are all interconnected and related in one way or another.38 These factors are evident 

in the works of many artists who have experienced the probable or impossible ‘cultural 

translation’. 

                                                
36 Nikos Papastergiadis, Spatial Aesthetics: Art, Place and the Everyday, vol. 5, Theory on Demand 

(Amsterdam: Institute of Network Cultures, 2010), 8. 
37 Bhabha, Translation and Displacement. 
38 Homi K. Bhabha, "The Third Space," in Identity: Community, Culture, Difference, ed. Jonathan Rutherford 

(London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1990). 
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In the body of work titled These Cities Blotted into the Wilderness (figure 1), Indian-

American artist Zarina created black inked wood prints that render geographical maps of 

ancient cities like Beirut, Baghdad, and Kabul that were once the cradle of civilisation but 

now only remind us of war, political conflicts, and the displacement of millions of people 

around the world. The rough black lines signify political borders and geographical 

suppression but also trigger us to memorise the tragic history of these regions. 

Figure 1. Zarina, These Cities Blotted into the Wilderness, 2003. Detail 
from a portfolio of 9 Woodblock prints and Urdu text on 
Okawara paper mounted on Somerset paper. 

Bhabha notes that the idea of ‘third space’ as a “translational space” perfectly blends in with 

Zarina’s work. He argues that “Zarina’s work has moved across regions and established 

communication by using the common right of the face of the earth”.39 It demands looseness 

and freedom. 

An exhibition of contemporary Middle-Eastern and North African art titled Word into Art was 

shown at the British Museum in 2006. The exhibition focused on works by artists who used 

written words and calligraphy as their primary medium of expression (figures 2 and 3).  

                                                
39 Bhabha, Translation and Displacement. 
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Figure 2. Parviz Tanavoli, Heech, 2001. Fiberglass. Installation view at British Museum. 

 

 
Figure 3. Farhad Moshiri, From Above The 
White Clouds 2006, Acrylic & oil on 
canvas, 147x115cm. courtesy of the artist 
and The Third Line, Dubai 
 

In this exhibition, through using verses from Quran and classic poetry, Arabic and Farsi texts 

were transformed into various and expressive, free-flowing forms. The artists addressed 

questions of ‘tradition’, ‘translation’, ‘displacement’, and ‘hybridity’. Script and literature 

have been an intrinsic part of the artistic culture of the Middle East for millennia. However, to 

a Western audience, such words lose their sacred and significant meaning and are likely to 

appear as forms, lines, and drawings. Many of the artists showcased in this exhibition, were 

from Iran, who live and practise in the West where they are influenced by the popular culture, 

as well as their past heritage. Touched by experiences of emigration and persecution, these 

artists attempt to mediate as translators to keep alive the art of a region that was once, 

historically, the centre of cultural excellence. 
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Diasporic art itself is a product of the force of ‘hybridity’. It is a revolutionary undertaking to 

build cross-cultural communication. It is an art form that has its temporal essence not only 

based on reviewing past but in refurbishing it as a “contingent in-between space”.40 

Moreover, regarding migrants’ experiences, ‘home’ as a place is infused with hybrid and 

binary expressions. Papastergiadis uses the term ‘aesthetic cosmopolitanism’ to explain the 

positive outcome of folding place as a “creative process” with an “action of bringing together 

different surfaces”.41  Drawing from the past, the diasporic artist returns to the present to 

move beyond cultural limitations. It is only through belonging to spaces ‘beyond’ the place of 

origin and the place of settlement, that the possibility of ‘third space’ rises. In this new space, 

the artist not only responds to the aesthetic legacy of a past ‘home’ but also re-introduces and 

recreates new dimensions of it. Therefore, ‘hybridity’ is the process of identification with and 

through the other, where the subject is always ambivalent because of the intervention of the 

other.42 Diasporic artists have the bonus of taking from both worlds, unsealing the possibility 

of ‘translation’ by interpreting the other.  

Hybridity in Transitional Place: Artists in the Middle Ground of ‘Interruption’ and 
‘Interconnection’  

‘Hybridity’ deals with in-between-ness and therefore with a transitional ‘place’. The term 

echoes ‘exchange’, ‘crossings’, and mutual interrupting and interconnecting twists. Diasporas 

live in the ‘middle ground’ of two cultures. ‘Middle ground’ implies an intermediate position 

of either a physical place or an overloaded space of ‘interruption’ and ‘interconnection’ 

enfolding between different groups of people. American historian, Richard White used the 

term ‘middle ground’ in his book The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the 

Great Lakes Region (1991) to describe an interactive and vigorous space within a 

geographical region in the Great Lakes that witnessed the development of complex trade 

relations between white people and Native Americans during 1650–1815. White’s ‘middle 

ground’ resonates with Bhabha’s ‘third space’ as both are entangled with the notion of 

‘hybridity’ as the instigator that creates a mutual dimension.  

Today the central theme of many international exhibitions focusing on artists from non-

Western cultural backgrounds, Indigenous artists, and artists on the move revolve around 

‘hybridity’, ‘interruption’ and ‘rupture’. These exhibitions often invite attention to the cultural 

                                                
40 Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 7. 
41 Papastergiadis, "Aesthetic Cosmopolitanism," 564. 
42 Bhabha, "The Third Space," 211. 
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shift and artistic movements of communities that have been marginalised, neglected, or 

exotified by Western conformist politics. An example of such shows would be the exhibition 

Without Boundary: Seventeen Ways of Looking held at Museum of Modern Art in New York 

in 2006. It brought together works by reputable Middle-Eastern artists such as Shirin Neshat, 

Mona Hatoum, and Shahzia Sikandar among others, who, in general, no longer live in their 

home countries. In a challenge to the general classification of these artists under the umbrella 

of Islamic countries and a presumption of shared cultural norms, this exhibition focused on a 

hybrid survey to represent diversity. The artists’ visions (mainly rendered through various 

techniques of collage, montage, assemblage, and juxtaposition), hold binary positions and 

oppositions towards generalised images of nationality, race, and religion of people from these 

regions (figures 4 and 5).  

Edward Said’s concept of ‘orientalism’ identifies how the West creates patronising 

representations of ‘the East’; the generic images of Middle-Easterners popular in the Western 

media are not even close to the daily-life experience of people in those cultures and regions.43 

Fereshte Daftari, the curator of the exhibition, strikes us with the question that “should a work 

be considered Islamic because it refers to an aesthetic practice such as the craft of carpet-

making, or because it is infused with the thinking of the thirteenth-century Persian mystic 

poet Mawlana Jalal al-Din Rumi?”44 

Figure 4. Ghada Amer and Mona Hatoum, 
Without Boundary: Seventeen Ways of 
Looking, 2006. Exhibition (installation 
view), Photographer: Thomas Griesel. 

Figure 5. Shirin Neshat, Without Boundary: 
Seventeen Ways of Looking, 2006. 
Exhibition (installation view), 
Photographer: Thomas Griesel. 

It seems that for diasporic artists with a Middle-Eastern background, the challenges of cross-

cultural ‘interruption’ are endless and they need to build an enormous endurance in order to 

                                                
43 Edward W. Said and Sut Jhally, Edward Said on Orientalism (1998), Video. 
44 Fereshteh Daftari, Without Boundary: Seventeen Ways of Looking (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2006). 
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create ‘interconnecting’ relations with the host society compared to their fellow artists of 

European origins. Art historian, Lindsey Moore, describes the appellation ‘Middle-Eastern’ as 

a construction coined by the USA Navy to describe areas between India and North Africa. 

Because of the historical conflict of religious beliefs between Muslim Arabs and Christian 

Europeans, and the important cultural and commercial crossroads and trade system between 

the two regions, the Middle East emerged as an elusive territory at the border with the West. 

Hence people from this area are confronted with labels like ‘other’, ‘exotic’, ‘erotic’, 

‘despotic’, ‘veiled’, and ‘threatening’ and generic expectations are imposed on them by the 

media, implying that their art is only valued when conforming to a certain country and 

identity code.45 However, diasporic Middle-Eastern artists take on different roles to re-

inscribe their geographical, psychological, conceptual, and temporal displacement. As 

elucidated in Bhabha’s theory of ‘hybridity’, the diasporic artist produces a new ‘identity’, 

rather than re-discovering an existing one. Papastergiadis writes that identity forms through 

representation, particularly through visual interpretation that is today’s dominant form of 

representation.46 

Identity formation of hybrid communities may imply twofold stances of danger and loss or 

creativity and vision in the host society, depending on the exclusive or inclusive politics 

governed in that society. This new hybrid self, as Papastergiadis notes, has two faces—one 

turned inwards which takes a sense of belonging to the past, and the other turned outward, 

which looks to the surrounding norms.47 The notion of ‘hybridity’ for diasporas has a direct 

relationship with the fact that identity is not a fixed state but rather a self-motivated and 

transformative state. As an “imaginative rediscovery”, Stuart Hall describes two types of 

identities: one ‘Identity in being’ and the other ‘Identity in becoming’. One associates ‘being’ 

as a somewhat stable form of collective identity, like those nation-wide customs represented 

in arts and media as a way to resist others and demonstrate supremacy. The other is, however, 

dynamic and changeable and forms from the qualities of individuals hence is continuously in 

transition through history.48 In realising the position of diasporas, Hall encourage us to answer 

the question that asks what is the position of diasporas in terms of the land they left behind 

and the place they migrated to and what is their senses and perceptions that they make out of 

                                                
45 Lindsey Moore, "Minding the Gap: Migration, Diaspora, Exile and Return in Women’s Visual Media," in 

Contemporary Art in the Middle East, ed. Paul Sloman (London: Black Dog Publishing, 2009), 30–39. 
46 Papastergiadis, Spatial Aesthetics: Art, Place and the Everyday, 5, 45. 
47 Nikos Papastergiadis, "Restless Hybrids," Third Text 9, no. 32 (1995). 
48 Stuart Hall, "Cultural Idenity and Diaspora," in Diaspora and Visual Culture, ed. Nicholas Marzoeff (London 

and New York: Routledge, 2000), 224. 
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these transitions?49 Both Bhabha and Hall agree that identity making is an ongoing process, so 

it is never lost nor wholly completed; it is a trajectory. 

Rupture and ‘interruption’ are inevitable realities of intercultural communication and of 

diasporic experiences. Nicholas Mirzoeff uses the term ‘intervisuality’50 when describing 

diasporic art as an intertextual and ‘interconnecting’ realm. The ‘hybrid’ fields of visual 

information and meaning manifesting in diasporic art that are either created purposefully or 

beyond the understanding of the creator, demand interaction, communication, and translation. 

Papastergiadis emphasises that [diasporic] artists have a “bridge-building activity” between 

local and the global and use their art to develop dialogues across cultural and political 

boundaries in order to bring mutual understandings.51 He highlights that this mutual 

understanding has been interrupted through “politics of multiple identities”, as ‘hybridity’ and 

‘multiculturalism’ are often rendered into politics of division and are considered the cause of 

the collapse of a reconciled unity in the political views that oppose embracing the 

difference.52  

Hall also outlines a distinction between terms ‘multicultural’ and ‘multiculturalism’. He 

argues that the word ‘multicultural’, plural by its definition, has a reference to social and 

cultural characteristics of various communities within one society that form a common life 

but within themselves remain loyal to their original identity. While ‘multiculturalism’ refers 

to central strategies adopted by governors to control the issue related to diversity and multi-

ethnicity within the society, hence it is always used as a singular form.53  Comparably, 

Bhabha argues that although cultural diversity has a sense of entertainment and inclusion with 

it, it is always contained by the dominant norms of the host society.54 He observes: “[b]inary 

                                                
49 Stuart Hall and Pnina Werbner, Cosmopolitanism: Conversation with Stuart Hall (2006), Video. 
50 Nicholas Mirzoeff, Diaspora and Visual Culture, ed. Nicholas Mirzoeff (London and New York: Routledge, 

2000), 7. 
51 Nikos Papastergiadis, "Aesthetic Cosmopolitanism," in 9th Gwangju Biennale (Gwangju, Republic of Korea: 

World Biennial Forum No1: Shifting Gravity, 2012). 
52 Nikos Papastergiadis, "Ambivalence in Identity: Homi Bhabha and Cultural Theory," in Dialogues in the 

Diasporas: Essays and Conversations on Cultural Identity (London and New York: Rivers Oram Press, 1998), 
30. 

53 Stuart Hall, "Conclusion: The Multicultural Question," in Un/Settled Multiculturalisms: Diasporas, 
Entanglements, Transruptions, ed. Barnor Hesse (London and New York: Zed Books, 2000), 209. 

54 Bhabha, "The Third Space," 208. 
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divisions of social space neglect the profound temporal disjunction - the translational time and 

space - through which minority communities negotiate their collective identifications.”55  

It is also important to look at different classification of ‘multicultural art’. According to a 

study commissioned by the Australia Council for the Arts in 2003, there are two general 

definitions regarding to ‘multicultural art’. A narrow description refers to artworks produced 

by collective of artists of non-English speaking immigrants that usually return to traditional 

practices, rituals and crafts of their original homeland and might revolve around singular 

topics of race or ethnicity but does not necessarily allow the space of expression. A more 

holistic definition describes ‘multicultural art’ as any artwork (including Indigenous art) 

which cross-examines globalism and cultural pluralism–– It is avant-garde, hybrid, unbiased 

and transformative by nature. It embraces culture as tradition and seeks to open discussions 

and questions.56 

At the clash of cultures, where conflict and ‘interruptions’ are expected, ‘hybridity’ acts as a 

lubricator and a bridge that make ‘cultural interconnection’ possible. Consequently, this 

bridge embodies a transitional space that is rich with productivity, creativity, and effective 

conversations. Also, given the interaction between the subject and object and the state of 

being different or ‘other’` experienced by diasporic artist, diasporic art has the potency to 

reassign a new space of interconnection between ‘self’ and ‘other’, and between the two 

cultural realms. 

 ‘Home’ as ‘Garden of Contemplation’ 

 

The real gardens and fruits are within, they are in man's heart, not outside.  
—Rumi, The Masnavi Book IV  

‘Home’ is the place of origin, or it can be the place of settlement, or even a local, national, or 

transnational place. It can even be an imagined place or community. Therefore, it is an 

individual’s perception and senses that define where home is. Nevertheless, as an imaginary 

place like no other, ‘home’ evokes memories of images that depend on two factors, that  

Yi-Fu Tuan names as “rootedness” and “having a strong sense of place”. While rootedness 

can be an “objective measure” that links directly with generations of people living in one 
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place, “having a sense of place” is a “subjective measure” that ties with people’s empathy for 

the body and sensation of a place.57 

The place we inhabit, Edward Casey notes, “has everything to do with what and who we 

are”.58 To diasporas and exiles, ‘home’ might invoke senses of trauma, or as Papastergiadis 

puts it, can be “a place of ambient fears”.59 ‘Home’ is also a pre-occupied place powered by 

the intimate medium of native language that shifts it beyond being a dwelling to an 

inexpressible story. From the moment of departing homeland, the convention of ‘home’ 

dissolves slowly. Human ties with place could create both attachment and antipathies. In the 

disrupted geographical, cultural, and emotional estate of diasporas, there can be a twofold 

connection to ‘home’.  

The experiences of migrants towards their original and their adopted ‘home’ usually swings 

between the paradoxical notions of hope and regret, utopia, and dystopia or as Tuan calls it 

“topophilia” and “topophobia”.60 They seek to build a bright future while facing the regret of 

leaving home, the hope of returning home, and frustration regarding the current state of 

‘home’ among other complex feelings. According to Tuan, although migration characterises 

much of human history, humans are conservative and prefer to live in one place that is 

familiar and safe, rather than experiencing change and relocation. He compares displacement 

and being dispossessed from one’s home to suddenly being stripped of a protective covering 

and becoming exposed to the confusion of the outside world.61 To migrants, the discomfort 

and regret counterbalance the hope and excitement of going to a new place. The emotional 

setting is also charged with the anticipation of unknown things that can happen at the 

destination, the permanence of displacement, the circumstances that forced the migration, 

their unwavering determination to remove the obstacles, and the constant longing to return 

‘home’.62  

                                                
57 Yi-Fu Tuan, Home as Elsewhere, Voices (University of California Television, 2011), Video. 
58 Edward S. Casey, Getting Back into Place: Toward a Renewed Understanding of the Place-World 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993). 
59 Nikos Papastergiadis, Dialogues in the Diasporas: Essays and Conversations on Cultural Identity (London 

and New York: Rivers Oram Press, 1998), 3. 
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61 Yi-Fu Tuan, Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Perception, Attitudes, and Values (London: Englewood 

Cliffs, 1974). 
62 Angus Trumble, "The Final Farewell," in Exiles & Emigrants : Epic Journeys to Australia in the Victorian 
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However, this sudden removal of protective shields that diasporas experience can also 

instigate a profoundly self-transformative and productive platform. The physical presence of 

migrants in one place and their ongoing imagination of another place sets a discomfort in their 

responsive cognition of time and place.  

In the process of self-realisation and identity making, traditional values and ancient history 

invoke a strong sense of belonging, strength, and devotion to diasporas. According to South 

African sociologist Robin Cohen, notions of ‘home’ and ‘homeland’ for diasporas become 

their collective myths and culture.63 In this research, I have borrowed many elements from the 

traditional culture of Iran, which I collectively refer to as the ‘Persian Paradise’, that I 

incorporate into works of art along with elements from Australia’s natural environment and 

history. Putting it more expressively, I take small cuttings of past and transplant them into 

hybrid gardens in the new environment. With the new experiences I gained through my 

journey from one place into another, I learnt how to nurture my cuttings with the rich 

sustenance of cultural traditions, to grow ‘gardens of contemplation’ in my adopted home. 

Metaphors of Persian Paradise Garden 

In most Persian ancient scripture and mythology, ‘gardener’ represents the ‘creator’, and the 

garden, as God’s creation. For diasporas, the concept of ‘home’ belongs to a distant time and 

place that is entwined with impressions of ‘sacred’. ‘Home’ is an imagined space belonging to 

a mythical time romanticised by its ancient qualities as if it were a ‘paradise’ that no longer 

exists. The word ‘paradise’ and its other variations in European languages come from the old 

Persian word pairidaeza meaning a walled garden. Arthur Upham Pope (1881–1969), 

Iranologist and historian, writes that the notion of paradise was rooted in Mesopotamia, 

developed by the Persian emperors during Sasanian dynasty (224–651 CE) as a symbol of 

divine abundance, surviving almost to the present, in the Persian love of gardens and the 

practically sacred worship of flowers in Persian poetry.64 

                                                
63 Robin Cohen, Global Diasporas: An Introduction, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2008). 
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Figure 6. Fin Garden (showing the symmetrical 

position of the pavilion and pool all the way 
to the main entrance). Kashan, Iran. 

 
Figure 7. Bagh-e Narenjestan 

(Orange Garden) of the 
Eram Garden. Shiraz, Iran. 

The origin of Persian Paradise garden as a sheltered garden dates back to 2500 BCE. 

Enhanced through centuries under different kingdoms, they became world-renowned 

masterpieces, and their harmonious blend of art and nature was adopted as a model for 

geometrically-designed garden layouts as far away as India and Spain. Biblical Eden and its 

four rivers were very likely based on the ancient Persian Garden style of chahar 

bagh: meaning four-part garden.65 Walled and protected from outside, the Persian garden is 

divided into four sections that use a sophisticated and well-engineered irrigation system 

directing water to run in the garden canals. Water as the most valued element in the Persian 

garden takes the form of a reflection pool, usually placed in a symmetrical setting within the 

main building (figures 6 and 7). 

Gardens represent human’s renovation of nature to uplift and satisfy a desire for comfort and 

taste in beauty and perfection. The Persian garden is a symbol of abundance and divinity, sits 

in contrast with its arid background. Persian gardeners in the position of architects and 

artisans have invented a succession of lavish estates in a hostile land; they sparkle like jewels 

in the deserts of central Persia (figure 8). The Persian paradise garden is, in fact, incomplete 

without its surrounding landscape. The adjacency of the external hostile land with the 

peaceful environment within the garden resonates with Persian cultural values and beliefs. 

                                                
65 Patrick Hunt, "Persian Paradise Gardens: Eden and Beyond as Chahar Bagh," Electrum, 29 (July 2011). 
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Figure 8. Shazdeh Garden (Prince's Garden). Mahan, Kerman 

province, Iran. 

 

Few nations on earth cherished gardens in the way they were expressed by classic Persian 

poets and artists. Garden phrases and symbols are an indivisible part of literary works and 

poetry such interpreted by great Persian poets Sa'di, Hafez, Rumi, and Ferdowsi. Likewise, 

the floral metaphors and patterns are dominant imagery throughout the art of the Persianate 

world, including book manuscripts, paintings, carpets, textiles, and architecture. Gardens were 

the principal places where Persian life was fully lived and the triad of ancient Persian deities 

formed: Ahura Mazda (associated with all creation); Mithra (associated with fire); and 

Anahita (associated with water) surrounded by two protecting gods—Ameretat and 

Haurvatat—associated with plant life and immortality.66 

According to Iranian philosopher and historian, Seyed Hossein Nasr, Persian art deals with 

another world and another form of consciousness. To avoid the suggestion of the terrestrial 

world, the Persian artists showed their devotion in using unrealistic perspectives, vivid 

colours, and subtle impassive figures.67 After the invasion of Persia by Arabs in the seventh 

century and the introduction of Islam, the spiritual meaning associated with earthly gardens 

enhanced as a reflection of celestial paradise. Spiritual paths like Sufism promised its 
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devotees they would reach a ‘Garden of Truth’ after inner searching for the presence of the 

‘Gardener’.68  Under mutual spiritual beliefs, the traditional miniature artists aimed to create a 

reflection of the world that depicted an ideal paradise. Many floral motifs and geometric 

designs, now classified under Islamic art, take their roots from the pre-Islamic era and the 

Zoroastrian mythologies. An example of these images is the teardrop-shaped paisley motif 

(figure 9). Now a universal ornamental design, paisley is of Persian origin depicting a very 

ancient design of a cypress tree that is associated with the Prophet Zoroaster. Iranian scholar, 

Abbas Milani argues that Paisley is the only image that altogether embodies the “paradoxes of 

Persia”. It is an altered version of the upright cypress tree from the pre-Islamic era that. After 

Islam, its top became slightly bent, to connote the cultural resistance to the new religion.69 

Figure 9. Persian silk brocade with gold and silver thread and Paisley 
Pattern, woven in 1963. 

In Western classical art, the centrality of material and the body led to the creation of linear 

perspective. Persian artists, on the other hand, avoided representational imagery and instead 

mastered the construction of illusory and incorporeal perspectives. This was accompanied by 

composing patterned and colourful geometrical surfaces, which show various spaces at the 

same time. Therefore, the gaze can move around from one illustrated component to another, 

often including multiple scenes of a story, in a single frame (figure 10).  

                                                
68 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, The Garden of Truth: The Vision and Practice of Sufism, Islam's Mystical Tradition 

(New York: Harper Collins 2007). 
69 Abbas Milani, The Paradox That Is Persia (TEDxStanford, 2014), Video. 
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Figure 10. Nightmare of the Tyrant Zahhak, Shahnameh of Shah 

Tahmasp (The King's Book of Kings), sixteenth century, Iran 
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Persian aesthetics are not isolated but emanate from the spiritual principles of Sufism.70 Nasr 

states that the (miniature) artist distances self from the materiality of the object by ending the 

external and entering the interior world. Therefore, they create a new space placed somewhere 

between the second and third dimensions.71 Miniature art, being very image-oriented and 

narrative, was purposely created to illustrate specific literary works, such as the heroic tales 

from Ferdowsi’s epic, Shahnameh.  

Persian floral patterns were not solely created for ornamental purposes, but as allegories to 

resemble the evergreen and eternal utopias. Hence, in traditional Iranian visual art, 

particularly in miniature painting and carpet designs, there is hardly any scene that does not 

represent an evergreen landscape in the background (figures 11–14). A variety of plants like 

cypress, rose, poplar, and pomegranate were standard in Persian gardens and continued to be 

represented in art and poetry almost to the point of being worshipped, praised, or allegorised 

to people such as beloveds and heroes. It is said that to honour his garden, Shah Abbas the 

Great (reigned 1588–1629) embedded gold and silver coins around the Almond tree roots. 

Garden metaphorically stands for ‘shelter’ or ‘refuge’ from the wild surrounding. It also 

signifies ‘waiting’ and ‘endurance’ and ‘perseverance’ by the generation of gardeners that 

were devoted to celebrating life by competing with natures’ temporariness to be able to keep 

the garden flourishing. Migrants’ wishes to establish a productive fertile and fruitful 

environment, resonate with cultivating a garden from bare land. If a Sufi’s transcendence 

from material limitations and ignorance enables him to enter the garden of truth,72 then it is 

possible that a migrant could reach a sense of fulfilment and belonging when transcending 

binary conflicts of time and place. 

                                                
70 Nasr, The Garden of Truth: The Vision and Practice of Sufism, Islam's Mystical Tradition, 72. 
71 Nasr, "The World of Imagination and the Concept of Space in Persian Miniature." 
72 Nasr, The Garden of Truth: The Vision and Practice of Sufism, Islam's Mystical Tradition, 57. 
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Figure 11. Men working in the garden (detail 
from The Court of Jamshid),  
Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp (The 
King's Book of Kings), sixteenth 
century, Iran. 

 

 

 

Figure 12. Detail of one of the oldest surviving 
Persian Carpets showing CharBagh 
(Persian Garden Courtyards), seventeenth 
century, Iran. 

Figure 13. The Seven Thrones of Jami (detail from 
the miniature showing a gathering in a 
garden), sixteenth century, Iran. 

 

 
Figure 14. Detail of floral tiles from 

Sheikh Lotf Allah Mosque, 
Isfahan, Iran. Photographer: W. 
Allgower. 
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In the contemporary art practices of Iran and the Middle-Eastern region, floral motifs and 

patterns are still very alive. The contemporary artist, however, takes these motifs from 

tradition and infuses them with current sociocultural and political discord. In this spectrum of 

art making, contemporary artists continue to re-interpret the abstract connotation of an ideal 

paradise to look at the ironies and controversies in their contemporary societies.  

Artists like Imran Qureshi, Shoja Azari, Shiva Ahmadi, and Parastou Forouhar (figures 15–

18), take up traditional ornamental floral motifs and use them to express disturbing notions of 

violence, autocracy, war, and displacement, a savage paradox to the traditional concepts of a 

calm and perfect paradise. 

Figure 15. Imran Qureshi, Blessings Upon the Land of My Love, 2011. Acrylic and 
emulsion paint on interlocking brick pavement. Site-specific installation at 
Sharjah Art Foundation. 

Figure 16 Shoja Azari, The King of Black (still from The Heavenly Bed), 2013. HD 
colour video with sound 
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Figure 17. Shiva Ahmadi, Pipes, 2013. Watercolour, ink, and acrylic on aquaboard, 101 x 152 

cm. Collection of Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. 

 
Figure 18. Parastou Forouhar, Eslimi Pattern Book (detail), 2003. Sublimation print on fabric. 

Present Iran is a distant contrast to the idyllic paradise it once fostered. In cities like Tehran, 
affected by modern life, a growing population, mass housing constructions, and air pollution, 
there is hardly any green spaces left, and people are pushed to live in small apartments. 
Additionally, in the past decades, the Islamic regime has made many attempts to devalue the 
Persian traditions and suppress many traditional ceremonies. However, treasured Iranian art 
and literature keeps alive in people’s hearts and minds. Artists who found their expression as 
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the diaspora, act as provoking voices to confront the conservative authorities of their home 
country.  

Hence, the motifs that once symbolised an ideal paradise, and adorned palaces, manuscripts, 

and carpets, are now being burdened with political dichotomies. It seems that Iranian 

contemporary art cannot ignore politics. Papastergiadis writes “it is both an illusion and a 

constraint to think that the politics of art exists only in the work. It exists not only in the 

content of the work but also in the way it joins up with the experience and ideas of other 

people”.73 Shirin Neshat, known for her controversial and politically charged works, states 

that: 

Every Iranian artist, in one form or another, is political. Politics have defined our lives. 
. . . I envy sometimes the artists of the West for their freedom of expression, for the fact 
that they can distance themselves from the question of politics, from the fact that they are 
only serving one audience, mainly the Western culture.74  

The aspects of Persian Paradise Garden that I use in my works stress the complex relationship 

of my present situation with my past. Now in a diasporic state, the past and its complexities 

seem different—far, yet accessible, nostalgic, yet fresh —and it is my desire and my hope to 

continue drawing from its garden of ideals to shape a new paradise. 

Australian Environment as a Source of Inspiration 

Landscapes, as recalled familiar places or strange lands of curiosity and exploration, have a 

significant tie with the formation of cultural identity. When I was a child, a number of popular 

Australian TV series (streamed those days on Iranian television) formed my initial curiosity 

and understanding of Australian natural environment. So, even before moving to Brisbane in 

2012, I imagined Australia as a faraway mythical land with the powerful dominance of nature. 

Although today my knowledge and views are advanced in many ways, I still cannot disagree 

with my imagination back then of the potent influence of nature even on the urban life in 

Australia’s capital cities. Australia is a place like no other, where within a few kilometres 

driving out of the centre of major cities, one can plunge in the pure natural landscapes where 

only birds are chirping. From where I live in North Brisbane, I can quickly get to unspoiled 

seashores and visit waterfalls, ancient reefs, and deep-rooted trees in national parks. For tens 

of thousands of years, the identity of the Indigenous people of Australia has been intimately 

linked to the land. To the early colonial migrants, Australia was situated upside down in 
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relation to the rest of the world. It was the land of oddities that was tied with 

antipodean identity where even white swans were inverted to black. Flying fox was a creature 

“as black as the Devil . . . two horns on its head”,75 and Kangaroo and platypus, as explained 

by Joseph Banks (1743–1820) and George Shaw (1751–1813), were seen as skilful hoaxes 

rather than real animals.76 The mélange of utopia/dystopia for migrants is not a new 

phenomenon. As Ross Gibson beautifully writes in his book The Diminishing Paradise 

(1984):  

Inevitably, when a new world is opened up, the dreamer in a writer [artist] stirs to supply 
felicitous images of unlimited potential in an unexploited realm. . . . However, such 
representations . . . are not simply a question of wish-fulfilment . . . While the nymphs 
commune with the spirits of contemplation and melancholy, the birds sing their hymns in a 
strange world.77 

Australia has some of the oldest terrain on the planet and its natural environment that much of 

it do not occur anywhere else on earth, has a profound influence on the nature of its residents 

and their lifestyle. Today as a newcomer to this land I resonate with the same delights, 

curiosities, and uncertainties that imaginably the early settlers experienced. “[Everything] was 

new to me, every bird, every insect, flower . . . in short all was novelty around me and was 

noticed with a degree of eager curiosity, and perturbation, that after a while subsided into 

calmness”, writes Elizabeth Macarthur (1766–1850).78 

Australia has sixty-five Ramsar wetland sites.79  Ramsar is an intergovernmental agreement to 

conserve natural resources and wetlands. It is named after a small town in the north of Iran 

where the first international contract was signed in 1972. The town of Ramsar, like a piece of 

paradise on earth, is situated between the Alborz Mountain and the Caspian Sea in North Iran, 

and its swamps host a diverse number of migratory birds each year. As a resident of Moreton 

Bay shire (the first area in the Brisbane region to be settled by Europeans), I frequently visit 

the Ramsar site at Shorncliffe (figure 19). The site has a profound nostalgic quality for me as 

                                                
75 J.C. Beaglehole, The Endeavour Journal of Joseph Banks: 1768-1771 vol. II (Sydney1962), 84. 
76 Richard White, Inventing Australia: Images and Identity 1688-1980, ed. Heather Radi, The Australian 

Experience (Sydney, London, Boston: George Allen & Unwin, 1981), 7–9. 
77 Ross Gibson, The Diminishing Paradise: Changing Literary Perceptions of Australia (Sydney: Angus & 

Robertson, 1984), 65–67. 
78 "Elizabeth Macarthur to Bridget Kingdon 1791,"  in The Journals & Letters of Elizabeth Macarthur 1789-

1790, ed. Joy Hughes (Sydney: Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales, 1984), 24. 
79 "Our Natural Environment," Digital Transformation Agency Australian Government, 

https://www.australia.gov.au/about-australia/our-country/our-natural-environment. 
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it is very similar to the shoreline of Ramsar in Iran where I used to visit for birdwatching or 

camping with family and friends. 

Figure 19. Moreton Bay Wetland, Ramsar Site at Shorncliffe, QLD. 

A person entering my house, or my studio can see an amalgam of objects from Persia, 

Australia, and from the other places I have lived. Often, when I go out for a bush walk or to 

enjoy the seashore, I bring home a range of natural objects of interest such as seeds, feathers, 

branches or shells. The assortment of these found Australian entities when juxtaposed with 

Persian allegories, has a vital role of meaning-making in my work. 

In my current estate the world has shifted as the result of displacement, the protective walls of 

my nostalgic home garden have collapsed, and my ancestral country is no longer a place of 

sanctuary. In this new estate, I have no other choice than to embrace my new environment and 

see it as a space of exploration, transformation, and contemplation. 

Studying the relevant theories, given in this chapter, has filled me with a deeper 

understanding of the interrelated themes and ideas around the matters of ‘place’, ‘belonging’ 

and ‘home’ in my art. Furthermore, the textual references I have used in this chapter, are 

drawn from both eastern and western philosophies. The positioning of contemporary 

discourses on migration, identity and home next to Sufi mystic thinking and expressions of 

‘Paradise Garden’ has provided me with thinking in the between space from which to analyse 

my own work and the work of others as given in the following discussions. The next chapter 

is devoted to analysis of artworks by selected artists who explore similar themes in their 

practices. 
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Chapter 3: Contextualisation of Contemporary Art 

In this chapter, I will examine artworks by Shirin Neshat (b.1957–), Mona Hatoum (b.1952–), 

Shahzia Sikandar (b.1969–) and Hossein Valamanesh (b.1949–). My choice to describe the 

work of Neshat and Valamanesh in more detail has been made as a result of the closer 

relevance to their cultural background to my own. However, each of these artists use Persian 

metaphors to explore issues of conflict, hybridity, home and belonging through referencing 

aspects of tradition within a contemporary use of diverse media. The Middle East they once 

lived in is a vast and diverse geographical region with each country, ethnicity and cultural 

norms being different from the other. These artists all reject a generalised labelling of Middle 

Eastern art or Islamic art for their practices, as none of them share the same experience or 

even a common faith. Although much has been written on how these artists draw on cross-

cultural motifs and personal experiences, each responding to their own sense of time and 

space, the purpose of my own research is to investigate their practices through a framework 

where I propose a transnational ‘third space’ for their agency. One which, in case of my own 

work, I have developed as a metaphor of the hybrid garden.  

 

Accordingly, their references to literature, miniature painting, calligraphy, and other 

traditional art forms of their original lands, create a universal visual language that opens 

conversations around hybrid identities. Neshat and Valamanesh were born and raised in Iran, 

Sikander in Pakistan, and Hatoum in Lebanon, to her Palestinian parents. The artists left their 

original country due to political conflicts and war, and adopted a diasporic, nomadic, and 

exilic life in the West. Neshat and Valamanesh left Iran in the 1970s in the last days of 

Pahlavi Kingdom in Iran. Neshat moved to New York and Valamanesh moved to Perth and 

later to Adelaide. Hatoum left Lebanon at the start of civil wars for London. Sikander left 

Pakistan in early 1990s and established her practice and a new life in New York.  

In these cases, artists’ displacement has provided a platform, or perhaps a source of creative 

inspiration from which to explore expressions of self and the world in their effective 

productions. The marginalisation and change they experienced as part of their migration 

enhanced their perception of place and time. While different places of settlement for each 

artist -New York, London, Adelaide- certainly imply different circumstances, outcomes and 

potentials for their practices, their artistic journeys continue to move beyond geographical 

borders and boundaries. In their situations, ‘beyond’- as Bhabha uses the word- denotes an 



 37 

invented space of contingency that resists temporality, and instead is open to multiple spaces 

of articulation and freedom. 

Shirin Neshat (b. 1957–) 

Edward Said speaks of ‘exile’ as an “unhealable rift [that is] forced between a human being 

and a native place, between self and its true home”. He says it continually situates the exilic 

artist in a position where “it’s essential sadness can never be surmounted”.80 However, the 

condition of resettlement enables some women artists to express their views more freely from 

the male-controlled restrictions of their homelands. Such is the case with Shirin Neshat. 

Based in New York City since 1978, Neshat uses diverse mythological and controversial 

Islamic subjects in her works. Her practice as a photographer and video artist, resonates in a 

middle space between myth and the reality of her past and present experiences of life.  

During a conversation in 1999 Neshat said: 

I have finally arrived at a point where I am comfortable with my multicultural  
existence . . . My lifestyle is entirely American. Women in Iran can’t exercise the amount 
of freedom and independence I can in regard to my personal and professional life. 
However, my personality remains very much Iranian. I am very emotional, sometimes 
sentimental and rather dramatic.81 

The series of photographs Women of Allah created as a result of a short trip to Iran in 1990 

after an absence of a decade, brought her international fame. However, it also resulted in her 

prohibition from exhibiting in Iran again. Neshat’s use of black and white images of veiled 

Iranian women bearing guns and rifles, inscribed with handwritten text on their face and body 

parts, was a reaction to witnessing the significant changes within the society, media, and 

people’s clothing in her homeland (figures 20 and 21). 

On the other hand, the artist’s persistence in writing Farsi and Arabic text on Muslim bodies, 

might cause polemic assumptions of Middle East by Western audience who are unfamiliar 

with the cultural complexities and language of the region. To a Western audience, the content 

of the texts does not make much sense unless translated. The Western viewer might assume 

the text is Arabic scripture from the Quran and, therefore, they might assume the work is 

Islamic, attributing all the connotations and prejudices that implies. 

                                                
80 Edward W. Said, "Reflections on Exile," Granta 13, Autumn (1984). https://granta.com/reflections-on-exile/. 
81 Shirin Neshat and Shadi Sheybani, "Woman of Allah: A Conversation with Shirin Neshat," Michigan 

Quarterly Review 38, no. 2 (1999): 213. 
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Figure 20. Shirin Neshat, Women of Allah 

(Rebellious Silence), 1996. Gelatine 
silver print & ink. courtesy the artist 
and Gladstone Gallery, New York and 
Brussels 

 
Figure 21. Shirin Neshat, Women of Allah 

(Speechless), 1996. Gelatine silver 
print & ink. courtesy the artist and 
Gladstone Gallery, New York and 
Brussels 

However, Neshat aims to neutralise any associated negativities by expressing her fascination 

with Islamic ideals of beauty.82 The calligraphy in Neshat’s works draws on a vast poetic 

heritage, from Ferdowsi’s classic poems, to modern feminist poetry of Iran, and to Islamic 

prayer and ritual texts. Daftari articulates that to Neshat the inconsistent use of literature 

implies paradoxical meanings to the works, suggesting a “diasporic artist's perception of 

contradictory forces at work in her native country”83 (figures 22 and 23). 

It’s been my signature to use text over the body, mainly because I find this aesthetically 
very wonderful. Aesthetics is also a very big part of classical Islamic art, the way that text 
and image are often integrated in Islamic architecture, Persian miniature paintings, even 
crafts—in carpets, dishes, there’s this perpetual integration of text and image.84  

                                                
82 Shirin Neshat and David Shapiro, "Interview with Shirin Neshat," Museomagazine  (2002). 
83 Daftari, Without Boundary: Seventeen Ways of Looking. 
84 Shirin Neshat and Christine Lee, "Iranian Artist Shirin Neshat on Art, Politics and Changing the World," Art 

Radar Journal  (2014). 
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Figure 22. Shirin Neshat, Untitled (Women of Allah), 
1996. Ink on RC print, 121.6 x 84.5 cm. courtesy the 
artist and Gladstone Gallery, New York and Brussels 
               Image inspired by Hamsa hand. Juxtaposition 

of rebellious feminist poem85  by Forough 
Farrokhzad and ritualistic Islamic prayer. 

 
Figure 23. The ancient Middle-Eastern 

talisman ‘Hamsa Hand’ found 
its new meaning in Islam and 
is used in Islamic rituals, 
sixteenth century, Iran.  

Neshat continues her signature method of using text on black and white portraits in a more 

recent work Book of Kings (2012) that was first opened at Gladstone Art Gallery in New York 

(figures 24–31). The series comprise of portraits of Iranian and Arab individuals that are 

intersected by handwritten text and miniature painting. The title is based on Ferdowsi’s Book 

of Kings (Shahnameh) and the works incorporate calligraphy, centuries-old poetry, and 

miniature painting on large-scale printed photographs. With a closer look at these 

photographs, we discover that the selected images narrate scenes of war and killing. In fact, 

by this reference combined with the use of a highly saturated red (evocative of blood), Neshat 

also draws our attention to the recent political incidents in the Middle East. Critic and curator, 

Octavio Zaya writes that: “Neshat takes [Book of Kings] as a symbol of the similar subjects 

and events that, throughout Iranian history, have referred to the tyranny of its governors and 

the rebellion of its people.”86 

                                                
85 The poem refers to a garden that is forgotten and neglected by its owner and is gradually dying. The verses on 

the images translate to ‘No one is thinking about the flowers. No one is thinking about the fish. No one wants 
to believe that the garden is dying, that the garden’s heart has swollen under the sun that the garden is slowly 
forgetting its green moments…’. 

86 Octavio Zaya, "Written on the Body," in Shirin Neshat: Written on the Body (Telefonica Fundacion. 
PHotoEspana. La Fabrica, 2013), 12. 
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Figure 24. Shirin Neshat, Sharif (Book 
of Kings), 2012. Ink on LE gelatine 
silver print. Courtesy the artist and 
Galerie Jérôme de Noirmont 
 

Figure 25. Shirin Neshat, Divine Rebellion (Book of 
Kings), 2012. Ink on LE gelatine silver print. 
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Jérôme de 
Noirmont 

Shahnameh (Book of Kings) is full of patriotic stories about the battles of Persian heroes with 

gods and demons and celebrating humanity and justice. From these ancient verses that are 

infused with a deep sense of nationalism for Iranians, Neshat draws out issues and paradoxes 

that relate to the current state of the Islamic world especially those related to the Arab Spring 

protests and Iran’s Green Movement when people raged in the streets against their corrupt 

governments. 
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Figure 26. Shirin Neshat, Amir (Book of 
Kings), 2012. Ink on LE gelatine 
silver print. Courtesy the artist and 
Galerie Jérôme de Noirmont 

Figure 27. Shirin Neshat, Bahram (Book of 
Kings), 2012. Ink on LE gelatine silver 
print. Courtesy the artist and Galerie 
Jérôme de Noirmont 

Neshat used the illustrations and text from an old version of Shahnameh that she owns and 

commissioned a miniature artist to recreate the drawings for her. The illustrations that Neshat 

chose mostly depict battle scenes and add a sense of paradox between a culturally rich past 

and the complexities of the contemporary situation of the Middle East. Caroline Luce, 

director of Gladstone Art Gallery writes that the use of ancient text of Shahnameh along with 

contemporary poetry and diaries of political prisoners, connects the current energy of the 
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Iranian protest and dissent against the despotism of their government with that of legendary 

past heroes.87 

Figure 28. Shirin Neshat, Roja (Book of Kings), 
2012. Ink on LE gelatine silver print. 
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Jérôme 
de Noirmont 

Figure 29. Shirin Neshat. Ramin (Book of 
Kings), 2012. Ink on LE gelatine 
silver print. Courtesy the artist and 
Galerie Jérôme de Noirmont 

  

Figure 30. Shirin Neshat, Bahram (detail, Book 
of Kings), 2012. Ink on LE gelatine 
silver print. 

 

Figure 31. Neshat working in her studio on a 
photograph from The Book of Kings 
series. 

                                                
87 Caroline Luce, "Shirin Neshat Exhibition at Gladstone Gallery," (New York: Columbia University, Centre for 

Iranian Studies, 2012). 
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Figure 32. Neshat's vintage copy of Shahnameh. Photo by Sarah Trigg. 

The directed gaze of the almost life size portraits of Book of Kings coupled with the repetition 

of printed frames on the gallery wall, overwhelm the viewer and carry the seriousness and 

urgency of the current swings in Iranian and Middle-Eastern history. The paradoxical senses 

of power, anger, innocence, and vulnerability, juxtaposed with written words and image, also 

recall the classic style of Persian miniature painting with the geometric layout of borders, 

planes, and figures.88 

Shahram Karimi, Iranian artist and Neshat’s co-worker, reminds us that oral traditions and 

poetic language are important parts of Iranian culture; for even as he notes illiterate people 

have a vast knowledge of memorised poetry.89 Zaya says that Neshat opens a textual universe 

that in turn refers to cultural traditions, history and literature.90 The text and illustrations 

overwritten on the bodies in both Women of Allah and Book of Kings, also implant 

ambiguities in creating a metaphysical setting for the works, through which Neshat intends to 

pass beyond the limitations and ‘interruptions’ of language and culture. In this way, I consider 

Neshat constructs a hybrid space, a third space that provokes curiosity questions, and 

dialogues.  

                                                
88 Manya Saadi-Nejad, "Mythological Themes in Iranian Culture and Art: Traditional and Contemporary 

Perspectives," Iranian Studies 42, no. 2 (2009). 
89 Shahram Karimi, "The Art of Shirin Neshat," in Shirin Neshat: Written on the Body (2013), 60. 
90 Zaya, "Written on the Body," 10. 
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‘Home’ as a ‘sacred’ space providing shelter and peace, is mostly represented through 

recurring images of a garden in Neshat’s video works such as Tooba (2002) and Women 

Without Men (2009). The physical garden she portrays goes beyond its somatic quality to 

suggest a spiritual paradise of possibility and freedom, which Neshat makes it accessible to 

her women characters. In Tooba (2002) for example the woman hides inside a tree and 

vanishes, once a group of angry men try to invade the space (figure 33). Here Neshat seems to 

allegorise the paradise garden in Persian literature with today’s notion of home that for 

diasporas and Middle-Eastern people—women in particular—has become a space of conflict. 

Figure 33. Shirin Neshat, Tooba (still images from the scene with Feminine ‘Tree of Paradise’), 
2002. Two-channel video/audio installation, 35 mm colour film. Courtesy the artist and 
Gladstone Gallery, New York and Brussels. 

Neshat highlights the significance of the traditional and philosophical image of the Persian 

garden, as an ideal paradise resonating deeply with life and death. It is a space of ecstasy and 

freedom where one can escape the material world. Any intruder and invader of this sacred 

space is said to come from hell.91 In a conversation with Border Crossings magazine on her 

work Tooba, Neshat says that “[t]he tree in the garden was a place that I would consider a 

kind of sanctuary, an oasis. Sadly, the minute the people of power contact the garden, the 

spirit is lifted and the magic is taken away by the violence they bring”.92 

Papastergiadis writes about Neshat as an example of artist who neatly outlines a nexus 

between ‘interrupting’ and ‘interconnecting’ phases of cultural dialogues, evidence in her use 

of cultural references of her Iranian background and the contemporary approaches and outputs 

                                                
91 Ebrahimian, Babak. "Passage to Iran: Shirin Nesha Interviewed."A Journal of Performance & Art 24, no. 3 

(2002): 44–55.  
 

92 Shirin Neshat, interview by Meeka Walsh Robert Enright, 2009, interview 109. 
http://bordercrossingsmag.com/article/every-frame-a-photograph-shirin-neshat-in-conversation. 
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of the work. The exiled artist is an outsider to both her original culture and of the adopted 

country. She must deal with the polarity of two cultural spaces and create an imaginary hybrid 

realm that shifts the boundaries of culture, politics, and biased ethnicity.93 

In her adopted America, Neshat is seen as a messenger of an exotic world, where she 

continues to grapple with issues of identity, her nomadic exilic life and her personal 

experiences as an Iranian woman living in the West. By juxtaposing tradition with modern 

images, employing her own body as well as diasporic members of Iranian community and 

staging her photo and video settings to resemble an Iranian locale, Neshat takes both a 

physical and philosophical approach to build this liminal space that Bhabha calls the ‘third 

space’.  

Mona Hatoum (b. 1952–) 

Hatoum adopts a surreal minimal style of artmaking, producing video and sculptural forms 

largely in installation. She incorporates materials such as the ready-made objects, human hair, 

carpets, metal, glass, and a variety of other resources that are usually infused with notions of 

rupture, loss, migration, and menace.  

In 1988 she made the video work Measures of Distance, in which she used a sequence of 

images of her mother taking a shower in their family home in Beirut. The piece is deeply 

concerned with distance and a sense of loss, displacement, and nostalgia, as well as family 

separation and home. Hatoum made a digital copy of her mother’s handwritten letters posted 

from war-torn Lebanon, with which she overlapped the images of her mother (figure 34). The 

video has a soundtrack that is a mix of scattered recordings of Hatoum’s mother in a dialogue 

with her, and Hatoum’s own voice reading out a translation of the letters into English 

language. 

Hatoum touchingly measures the distance between home and exile, through juxtaposing the 

handwritten words of a letter sent from a faraway home, with the sound and translation of the 

words by the artist. The work is also autobiographical, however the blend of the curves of the 

mother’s body, the desaturated blue hue of background light making the body almost 

silhouette, the tinged and trembling handwriting, and voices, give this work visual strength 

that extends to a broader universal experience of separation. 

                                                
93 Nikos Papastergiadis, "The Global Orientation of Contemporary Art," in Cosmopolitanism and Culture 

(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), 113. 



 46 

 
 
Figure 34. Mona Hatoum, Measures of Distance 1988. Colour Video with Sound, 15:35 min.  
A Western Front video production, Vancouver, 1988 © Mona Hatoum. Courtesy the artist 
 

Said writes of Hatoum as the only artist who “austerely” and yet “allusively”, illustrates 

Palestinian displacement experience, hence Hatoum’s art is hard to take in. “Her works” he 

says “enact the paradox of dispossession as it takes possession of its place in the world”, yet 

an art that “travesties the idea of a single homeland”.94 Therefore, she takes a simple modern 

yet complex approach rather than using conventional forms and motifs from her Palestinian 

background, to open questions around the matter of “conflict” and “contradiction”95 as global 

issues.  

 . . . my work is about my experience of living in the West as a person from the Third 
World, about being an outsider, about occupying a marginal position, being excluded, 
being defined as ‘Other’ or as one of ‘Them’.96 

Indicating known places, such as Lebanon, or geographically informed spaces and 

cartography, make significant features of Hatoum’s works. Borderlines and maps are 

recurrent motifs for the artist. In a series of works that include handwoven carpets from 

different regions of Middle East, Hatoum cuts out some areas of the weave as if eaten by a 

moth, to form shapes that resemble maps of the world (figure 35). These cut-out maps are 

infused with geopolitical notions of control, exploitation, and domination. Hatoum mentions 

that the traditional carpets symbolise privilege, home, and comforts. However, with the 

patches taken from them, these are now in the state of fragmentation and disintegration.97   

                                                
94 Edward W. Said, "The Art of Displacement: Mona Hatoum’s Logic of Irreconcilables," in The Entire World 

as a Foreign Land (London: Tate Gallery Publishing, 2000), 17. 
95 Mona Hatoum, Mona Hatoum: Studio Visit, Tate Shots (London: Tate Art Museum, 2011), Video, 4min. 
96 Mona Hatoum et al., Mona Hatoum (London: Phaidon Press, 1997), 127. 
97 Mona Hatoum, Mona Hatoum: Mapping (London: Serpentine Gallery, 2010), Video, 24min. 
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Figure 35. Mona Hatoum, Bukhara (red and white), 2008. Wool, 143 x 225 cm, © Mona Hatoum. 

Courtesy Galerie Chantal Crousel, Paris, Photo: Martin Argyroglo 

 

In 3-D Cities (2008-2009) Hatoum printed the maps of three cities Beirut, Baghdad, and 

Kabul. Some parts of the maps are cut into concentric circular forms. Even though the result 

might not have been intentional, they resemble Islamic architectural forms, either depressed 

in, or elevated out (figure 36). The downward and upward forms represent the destructions 

and constructions taking place in these regions in the recent years, as if some areas are 

damaged by bombs and other areas are trying to rise and rebuild again.  

 

Figure 36. Mona Hatoum, 3-D Cities (installation view and detail), 2008–10. Printed maps and 
wood, Dimensions variable, © Mona Hatoum. Courtesy Galerie Chantal Crousel, Paris,  
Photo: Florian Kleinefenn 

Experienced in conflict and exile, Hatoum finds her inspiration from the different places she 

travels to, thereby articulating a hybrid identity that recreates new spaces of enunciation and 

translation. The artist continues representing her multifaceted connection to place and culture 
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through a switching position of transcending from one culture and getting involved into 

another. “The nomadic existence suits me fine”, she says, “because I do not expect myself to 

identify completely with any one place”.98 Here Hatoum’s work gives evidence that the 

experience of displacement can be translated to a ‘third space’ with positive and challenging 

outcomes. Her transnational experience of ‘home’, helps both Hatoum and the audience of her 

works to transcend the conventional definitions of place and time. 

Shahzia Sikander (b. 1969–) 

Shahzia Sikander started her practice by painting traditional Persian miniatures. Soon after 

immigrating to the U.S. she began to use methods that combined traditional elements with 

modern practices. In an interview, Bhabha asked Sikander whether her work reinvented 

traditional miniature painting. She replied “I always intended to go beyond miniature 

painting, I did not set out to reinvent it”.99 Thus, the laborious fine detailed miniature painting 

technique became a basis for rendering and re-interpreting tradition by using multi-layered 

modern media such as animation and installation. Personal experiences and imagination, folk 

tales, Western motifs, Indian gods, Arabic texts, Persian and Mughal gardens and American 

pop culture inspire her imagery. Her works speak of complexities and paradoxes between East 

and West, tradition and modernity, home, and diaspora.  

Identity issues were the central in the works from the early years in United States. In her work 

at this time she questioned the stereotypical images of the East in the West with the use of 

signifiers like the veil, traditional clothes, and poetry (figure 37). The juxtaposition of her 

techniques and imagery enabled her to position her identity as somewhere in-between, in flux. 

Sikander argues that artists need to break down the cultural, economic, political, national, and 

historical boundaries, and raise new questions.100 Living in the multicultural and energetic 

city of New York also shaped Sikander’s multi-layered vision of the world. On the other 

hand, in the beginning, she says, she was amazed to see that many people in the West could 

                                                
98 Mona Hatoum, David O’Brien, and David Prochaska, Beyond East and West: Seven Transnational Artists 

(University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign: Krannert Art Museum, 2004), 44. 
99 Shahzia Sikander, interview by Homi K. Bhabha. Robert McCarty, 1999, interview 1.  
100 Vishakha N.Desai, Conversations with Traditions: Nilima Sheikh, Shahzia Sikander (New York: Asia 

Society, 2001), 42. 
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not individualise the diverse Middle-Eastern countries and cultures from each other, and they 

often tagged her work with the general term of Islamic art.101  

Figure 37. Shahzia Sikander, 
Who's Veiled Anyway? 1989-97. 
Vegetable colour, dry pigment, 
watercolour and tea on Wasli 
paper, 11 ¼ x 8 1/8 inches, 
Whitney Museum of American 
Art, New York; Purchase, with 
funds from the Drawing 
Committee 97.83.1 © Shahzia 
Sikander, courtesy: Sikander 
Studio 
 

 

 

Figure 38. Shahzia Sikander, Utopia 2003. Vegetable colour, 
dry pigment, watercolour, and tea on hand-prepared Wasli 
paper, 8 × 14 inches. Private Collection © Shahzia Sikander, 
courtesy: Sikander Studio 
 

For Sikander the idea of a work starts with a representative of place and the certain visual 

motifs that are associated with that place. She then challenges the presumptions around a 

space, for instance by replacing the Gopi102 characters in unexpected places in order to 

cultivate its cultural associations with ‘out-of-place-ness’, and diaspora (figure 38). During 

her first major Australian exhibition at Museum of Contemporary Art (MCA) in 2007, 

Sikander painted a three-metre high mural painting on the entrance wall of the gallery. The 

painting was a labour-intensive work and while it took her three weeks to complete, she knew 

that it would be painted over by the gallery soon after the exhibition (figure 39). "It's quite 

ephemeral and it has a temporary relationship to the location"103 she said.  

                                                
101 Shahzia Sikander, Ian Berry, and Jessica Hough, Shahzia Sikander: Nemesis, ed. Frances Young Tang 

Teaching Museum and Art Gallery. (Ridgefield, Connecticut: Saratoga Springs, 2004), 10. 
102 Female worshippers of Krishna in Hinduism 
103 Louise Schwartzkoff, "So Contemporary It's Temporary," Sydney Morning Herald, 26 November 2007. 
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Figure 39. Shahzia Sikander working on her mural Transformation 
as Narrative at the MCA, Sydney 2007. 

Sikander often uses text that fluctuates between the poetic and political and that plays as ‘a 

tool to explore ideas about translation’.104  

 

Figure 40. Shahzia Sikander, The Cypress, Despite its Freedom, is Held Captive to 
the Garden 2012-13. Series of photographs from Khorfakkan Cinema, Sharjah, 
UAE © Shahzia Sikander, courtesy: Sikander Studio 
 

The Cypress, Despite its Freedom, is Held Captive to the Garden (2012-13, figure 40) is a 

video work projected on the empty screen of an old cinema theatre in Sharjah. Sikander took 

up the story of a Pakistani expatriate living in Sharjah who was the caretaker of the cinema 

                                                
104 Shahzia Sikander, "Intertwined Identities: Shahzia Sikander in Conversation with Vishakha N. Desai," 

ArtAsiaPacific2013. 
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when it was still open to the public. After it was shut down, he lived in the old cinema 

building for thirty-six years until it was to be demolished. Sikander made a poetic piece about 

this dreamer who made an abandoned space his home. The title is taken from a poem by the 

nineteenth-century Indian poet Ghalib, and it refers to the Indo-Persian metaphor of cypress 

as the tree of liberty and wisdom in the Paradise Garden. 

The artist draws on Bhabha’s ‘third space’ to describe the subliminal spaces between politics 

and culture, or “the space of the ideal” and “the fantastical”. She by-passes the polarities, and 

in the space between the two ends, she looks out beyond the fixed definitions to find an 

evolving space where “order” and “anarchy” can co-exist, and that is her definition of the 

third space.105 As she says: 

Ambivalence as an open-ended attitude, as an impetus towards opposite directions, can be 
conceived of as a third space too. Another way to highlight this is through a split, a 
division, which creates the interim, the interstice, the pause, the interval, the separation 
between two points.106  

Bhabha notes that, with transforming the conventional scale of miniature painting and shifting 

its planes and images in a way to create deeper dimension, Sikander allows the audience to 

“look into” this new world and be in it, rather than “looking at” the surface of artwork from 

outside.107 She builds this conceptual relationship between images, scale, and depth through 

her technique of ‘layering’ in which she incorporates overlapping layers of images and 

drawings. Bhabha writes that Sikander creates contingent repetitions through her ‘layering’ 

structure that takes out the rather stillness of miniature painting and translates it into 

transitional and temporary interventions.108 A good example of work would be the installation 

works such as Chaman (2000, figure 41) where the artist overlays her drawings with sheets of 

painted tissue paper to play around the idea of “veiling” and “revealing”.109 

                                                
105 Shahzia Sikander, "Shahzia Sikander in Conversation with Fereshteh Daftari," in Shahzia Sikander 

(Birmingham, UK: Ikon Gallery, 2008), 58. 
106 Sikander, "Shahzia Sikander in Conversation with Fereshteh Daftari." 
107 Homi K. Bhabha, Enrique Juncosa, and Sean Kissane, "Shahzia Sikander," (Dublin: Irish Museum of Modern 

Art, 2007), 37. 
108 Bhabha, Juncosa, and Kissane, "Shahzia Sikander," 39. 
109 Shahzia Sikander, Shahzia Sikander, vol. Season 1, Art in the Twenty-First Century: Sprituality (Art21, 

2001), Video. 



 52 

 
Figure 41. Shahzia Sikander, Chaman 2000. Mixed media, dimensions variable. 

Installation at Whitney Museum of American Art at Altria (formerly Philip 
Morris), New York. © Shahzia Sikander, courtesy: Sikander Studio  

Through constant exploration of montage, collage, and a perpetual juxtaposition of cross-

cultural iconography, Sikander’s works suggest the multifaceted nature of cultural identity 

where form and content drift into each other.110 As a Pakistani member of a diaspora, 

Sikander’s hybrid identity allows her to act in the role of a cultural translator and opens the 

door on possibilities for new interaction and interconnection. As such, Sikander pairs her 

diasporic journey to the self-developing and prospective space of the between, as a zone that 

exceeds spatiotemporal boundaries. 

Hossein Valamanesh (b. 1949–) 

Hossein Valamanesh started his practice with painting, then gradually moved away from it to 

work on the platforms of installation, sculpture, collage and recently video. He often 

incorporates everyday objects and natural materials such as branches, leaves, sand, and seeds 

to create a visual poetry about belonging and place that is inspired by his interest in Persian 

literature and his adopted Australian environment.  

The work, Where Do I Come From? (2013, figure 42), shows a map of the world overlaid 

with a Farsi text that translates to ‘Where do I come from? What am I supposed to be doing? 

Where am I going? Would you finally reveal my true home?’. In his article Valamanesh and 

                                                
110 Shahzia Sikander, "Shahzia Sikander," Artpace, http://www.artpace.org/works/iair/iair_spring_2001/shahzia-

sikander. 
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Translocality (2014), Hamid Severi compares this work with Paul Gauguin’s 1897-98 

painting Where Do We Come From? What Are We? Where Are We Going? Severi explains 

that although there is almost 115 years between the creation of the two works, both artists ask 

the same questions. Both works are stretched horizontally and should be read from right to 

left. Gauguin was a white man who left Europe to find a new self among the Indigenous 

people of Tahiti. Conversely, Valamanesh followed a woman he loved to the ‘land down 

under’, which he has called home since 1973.111 With its square fragments and turquoise-

khaki colours, this work also resembles the Kufi112 calligraphic tiles from Islamic mosques in 

Iran (figure 43). 

 
Figure 42. Hossein Valamanesh, Where do I come from?, 2013. Digital print on canvas,  

95.5 x 217.5 cm, Edition 6+1AP, Photo by M. Kluvanek 

 
Figure 43. Kufic tile decoration, Jameh Mosque, Isfahan, Iran. 

The text is in fact part of a famous poem by Rumi, a thirteenth-century Persian mystic poet 

and Sufi master, who has inspired many of Valamanesh’s works. His longstanding interest in 

poetry and spiritual enlightenment, reoccurs through his subject matter, or selection of media 

                                                
111 Hamid Severi, "Valamanesh and Translocality," Broadsheet 43, no. 1 (2014). 
112 Kufi is the oldest calligraphic form of Arab script. 



 54 

or in written text. Valamanesh speaks of Persian classic poetry as an ongoing legacy, even in 

the modern Iranian society today. It spread orally throughout time and continues to touch 

people’s emotions. Further the artist notes that “Rumi … has always been a great teacher and 

source of inspiration for me. His poetry, unlike religion, does not preach dogma and 

obedience. It contains passionate, insightful illuminations in the path of love and freedom”.113 

In 2016, at the conference Mirrors of Iran: Reflections in a Transnational Context held at the 

Art Gallery of NSW in which Valamanesh was the keynote speaker, I was one of the 

panellists presenting a paper on my research. I had the opportunity to talk with him over his 

work Middle Path (2008) that was on display at a concurrent exhibition called Beyond Words: 

Calligraphic Traditions of Asia, at the Art Gallery of NSW. The work is a featured 8-metre-

long paper scroll on which the artist wrote the Farsi word ‘ قشع ’ (‘eshgh’) meaning "love" in a 

horizontal repeated manner that filled the surface of paper (figure 44). The calligraphy is 

written with saffron, a significant substance in Iranian cuisine and culture. The calligraphy 

starts boldly at one edge but gradually fades in the centre, and then becomes bold again when 

reaching the end of scroll. The fade in and fade out of tint suggest the elusive nature of love 

and how it can evaporate and return. Living on the ‘Path of Love’ is central teachings of 

Sufism. Its highest estate is to reach self-elimination and to melt in the beloved. For one to be 

able to love is parallel with accepting ‘the other’ and feeling belonging, and inclusiveness 

with ‘the other’. 

Figure 44. Hossein Valamanesh, Middle Path 2008 
(installation view and detail). Saffron on Paper, 78.0 x 780.0 x 14.0 cm.  
Collection of Art Gallery of New South Wales, Photo by M. Kluvanek  

Surprisingly, on the opening night of the exhibition, both the gallery curators and the artist 

noticed that the calligraphy was slowly disappearing since when the work had been purchased 

                                                
113 Mary Knights and Ian North, Hossein Valamanesh: Out of Nothingness (Kent Town, South Australia: 

Wakefield Press, 2011), 11. 
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and archived. This is because Saffron is not a permanent dye and it can react to the light and 

air around it, and slowly vanish. Valamanesh defined the situation as an ongoing process of 

the meaning behind the work; the work, he says is opening and liberating itself.  

Since Valamanesh arrived in Australia, he created an ongoing connection to the Australian 

landscape and its history. In 1974, he participated in a cultural exchange project to work in 

Warburton and on the Papunya Aboriginal settlement in Central Australia. It was an 

opportunity that offered him new insights and reminded him of deserts around his hometown 

in central Iran. It was an experience that the artist calls “a pivotal point”114 in his practice.  

Two decades later, he created Longing Belonging (1997), an installation of a partly burnt 

Persian carpet that is set in a South Australia bushland. Fire made with native tree twigs burnt 

the centre of the tribal hand-knotted carpet from his childhood, which represents ‘home’ to 

him (figure 45). The arrangement of kindling wood reminds us of a campfire, and the centre 

of the Persian carpet represents the central courtyard of a Persian paradise. In ancient Persian 

beliefs, fire and flames have the ability to purify the soul, and in Australian bush culture, fire 

rejuvenates the land. This work suggests a fierce transformation of cultural and personal 

identity, as the fire renders the valued carpet to ashes and threatens the bush around, yet it 

also implies the emergence of a new connection with possible renewal and regeneration.115 

  

Figure 45. Hossein Valamanesh, Longing Belonging 1997. Coloured photograph, 99x99 cm, Photo 
by Ric Martin, carpet and black velvet, 305x215cm, Collection of Art Gallery of New 
South Wales, Photo by M. Kluvanek. Right: Detail 

                                                
114 Knights and North, Hossein Valamanesh: Out of Nothingness, 16. 
115 Mary Knights, "From Nothingness to Belonging," The Australian, September 21 2011. 
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Australian art curator Timothy Morrell argued that reflecting on tradition in a contemporary 

sense, fits perfectly with Valamanesh’s nationality as Iranian-Australian.116 However, the 

artist did not intend to make a direct reference to, or adhere to a particular place. Rather he 

says, “where one belongs or what our longings are is not that clear cut”.117 Instead, 

Valamanesh comfortably situates himself in the between space of two cultural poles to create 

a passage of dialogue, translation, and possibility. By using metaphoric elements such as 

natural fragments, Valamanesh ties notions of belonging and connection to place to the 

broader ephemerality of life and the transient traces we leave behind. 

In 2014 while I was traveling from the Great Ocean Road in Victoria to Adelaide, I visited 

Valamanesh in his home-based studio in Adelaide. At the time, he was working on one of his 

pieces from the Architecture of the Sky series that is a collage of lotus leaves cut into tiny 

rectangles to make a pattern resembling the brickworks of a mosque in the city of Isfahan in 

Iran (figures 46 and 47).  

Figure 46. Hossein Valamanesh, 
Architecture of the Sky No. 2, 
2014. Lotus leaves on paper 
on plywood, 120 x 120 cm. 
Collection of Los Angles 
County Museum of Art, 
Photo by M. Kluvanek 

Figure 47. Detail of Ceiling Brickwork, 
Jameh Mosque 841 CE, Isfahan, Iran. 

His studio is a detached shed from the main house and has glass walls which directly look out 

to the garden. As I had expected from him with his deep interest in poetry, Valamanesh has a 

keen interest in gardening. The house, designed and built by himself, has a large garden with 

corners for a canopy of fruit trees and grapevines, herbs, pots of colourful annuals and 

                                                
116 Timothy Morrell, Some Provincial Myths: Recent Art from Adelaide (Adelaide: Contemporary Art Centre of 

South Australia, 1987). 
117 Severi, "Valamanesh and Translocality." 
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perennials and even a bonsai allotment collected out of his interest in the Japanese gardens. 

As we were walking around his studio, and the lavish garden around it, we spoke about 

different subjects from his works to the socio-political issues of Iranian migration, and 

Australian botany. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 48. Hossein Valamanesh, Homa 2000. 
Inkjet Print on paper, Palm Leaf, 
180x82.3cm. Collection of Art 
Gallery of South Australia. Photo by 
M. Kluvanek 

 

Figure 49. Hossein Valamanesh, Day by Day 
1991 (detail). Diverse materials on linen, 
528x181x48cm. Collection of 
Queensland Art Gallery, Photo by Peter 
Fischer. 

Valamanesh sources his materials directly from the natural environment. Art critic and writer, 

Wendy Walker states that “Within Valamanesh’s highly choreographed interplay of ideas and 

materials there is also an element of serendipity, for it is often the tactility of the material 

itself, habitually gathered on his daily walks, that determines the form of a particular 

work.”118 The form that once might recall his grandma’s hair or a juxtaposition of his 

traditional rustic shoes filled with Australian red sand, or simply a geometrical pattern 

signifying Persian Garden design of ‘chahar bagh’ (figures 48–50).  

Hence even though the artist draws from his own experiences of migration from Iran to 

Australia, ultimately, he looks to human experiences and of places afar. In doing so he takes 

us away from conventional definitions of race, nationality, and religion. His way of adopting 

themes of Sufism and Persian culture is not to identify himself with their norms but rather to 

                                                
118 Wendy Walker, "Hossein Valamanesh: No Love Lost," (Sydney: GrantPirrie Art Gallery, 2009). 
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use the valuable essence of tradition to utter a new language that is universal and that 

proposes a new hybrid space that belongs to nowhere but is inclusive to all. 

Figure 50. Hossein Valamanesh, Garden & Cosmos #2, 2016. 
Gold leaf, Bamboo leaves on board, 68 x 122 cm. Photo by M. Kluvanek 

Indeed, the analysis of the work of these artists have provided a framework for discussion of 

my own studio practice. Investigating the practices of these artists along with reviewing their 

statements, and listening to their talks and interviews, helped me to establish a critical 

distance from my personal practice. As well it has given me knowledge, inspiration, and the 

ability to construct a more conceptual framework in my own practice, as discussed in the next 

chapter. 
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Chapter 4: Studio Practice and Intimation of Juxtaposition 

Comparable to a reflective pool for contemplation in a Persian garden, this chapter provides 

me with the means of looking back on the studio research I have undertaken during this 

candidature. Through this reflective gaze, I can consider my works in relation to each other, 

and to the different stages of my research; all of which are evoked for me when looking back 

through the works I have made. The art and this accompanying exegesis are a chronicle of my 

life from the early years of my settlement in Brisbane to the present. They record my 

emotional up and downs, the connections I have built, the memories I miss most, and the 

successes and failures I have experienced.  

This chapter examines only a portion of the works completed during my candidature and 

considers the influence of ‘home’ in my diaspora in terms of employing traditional motifs of 

the Persian Paradise Garden—with particular reference to Shahnameh. I have organised the 

discussion under the following topics: first, Juxtaposition and Collection; second, Boundaries 

and Allegories of Nature and Culture; third, The Transformation of ‘Peculiar’ and ‘Fear’ into 

Tropes of Belonging; fourth, Nostalgia, Home and Longing; and fifth, The Breakages and 

Slippages of Communication. Therefore, the artworks discussed under these topics are not 

arranged in chronological order based on the time of their creation, for, in many instances 

throughout my research, I have returned to each of the series to amend, augment, and edit as 

my research has developed.  

Juxtaposition and Collection 

Papastergiadis writes that “[mixture] and experimentation, displacement and reconfiguration, 

collage and juxtaposition have become the cultural practices which are now seen as most 

expressive of our times”.119 ‘Juxtaposition’ as a methodological strategy seems to correlate 

very well within cross-cultural art practices that revolve around issues of migration, hybridity, 

and identity. In my practice, the juxtaposition of Iranian and Australian elements plays a vital 

role. This juxtaposition is often moulded through various techniques of collage, image 

transfer, photomontage, and body projection, or by associating imagery in painting or 

pyrography. This adjacency also takes form as overlapping sounds and transitioning clips in 

video works.  

                                                
119 Papastergiadis, Spatial Aesthetics: Art, Place and the Everyday, 5, 61. 
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Juxtaposition expands the possibilities of making new meanings, and miraculous new spaces 

appear from the collision of two opposites. It allows the images, texts, objects, and various 

extracts that are informed by binary intelligence and experiences, to coincide and co-exist as 

one. These images do not belong to the same world and do not necessarily easily merge in 

one. However, their overlapping presence inexorably creates a dynamic space of interchange, 

interconnection, and an ever-developing exchange of resistance and acceptance. The 

assortment of cross-cultural origins and intersecting layers of image or text demonstrate an 

unsettled space in which all the elements continue to interrupt each other but eventually 

breathe and thrive as one. The Persian inspired images are derived from traditional, intricate 

floral and geometrical patterns and motifs that have been recurring through centuries in 

miniature painting, carpet design, and other forms of traditional arts in Iran. These are placed 

in juxtaposition with found objects from Australia. 

I have undertaken ‘collecting’ throughout this research. As a result, I have incorporated into 

my practice found objects and fragments, mostly gathered from local resources (figure 51). 

These collection sites prompted reflections for me as spaces of interaction, peculiarity, 

curiosity, and exploration. I enter these sites as a person in the position of a spectator, an 

explorer, a learner, and a borrower. Back in my studio is where the fragments I gather from 

my adopted home take on a companion role along with Persian elements to create an 

imagined new hybrid home.  

Figure 51. Collecting tree stumps from Brisbane Botanic Gardens, Mt. Coot-tha, 
2016. Photographer: M.Amiri.  



 61 

I have looked at many Persian manuscripts, miniature paintings, rugs, and textiles as well as 

architectural ornaments to find appropriate fragments to use. I take these through processes of 

extraction, refining, and recreation to make them suitable for the technical processes of 

transfer print, projection, or pyrography. From the early stages of my research, I worked on 

historical and vintage objects from my locale of Queensland. An interest in relics and 

antiquity led me to investigate local history and the past narratives of these objects.  

Migration forces people to leave belongings behind and to carry only the most important and 

dear items to help them recreate a new sense of home in the new place. The objects we use, 

collect, preserve, amend, throw away, put on, eat from, sleep on, and so forth, we acquire 

chiefly to support our sense of subjectivity. Deborah Lupton writes that ‘collecting’ artefacts 

associates with our need to create persona and meaning-making. An object within a collection 

might act as ‘memorabilia’ or an emotional ‘reminder’ of a relationship between two places. 

Once something is collected from its source, the value and meaning of them regenerates 

within a new ‘collection’.120 The body of work Patterned Memoirs (2014–2017) consist of 

pieces of historical, retro, and demolished Queensland houses, and household items that are 

coated with applications of transferred inks and paints, then burned with patterns, text, and 

allegories belonging to ancient Persian motifs that once embellished books, households, and 

architectures in the past. These bits and pieces are loaded with the memories of the people 

who once owned them, used them, or lived in them. They instigate a nostalgia in many 

Queensland locals, and, with their rapid replacement with modern structures, they will soon 

belong to history alone. On the other hand, these ruins can evoke the home and belongings 

that migrants left behind. 

                                                
120 Deborah Lupton, "Emotions, Things and Places," in The Emotional Self (London: Sage, 1998), 143-48. 
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Figure 52. Sara Irannejad, Patterned Memoirs #1, 2014. Ink on metal awning, size 

variable. 

The first objects I started to work with were metal pieces of window hoods (awnings) that 

were given to me by a colleague, and on which I applied patterns and images taken from 

miniature paintings of Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp.121 I chose figures and images that 

                                                
121 The Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp (1524–76), is one of the most artistically acclaimed illustrated copy of 

Ferdowsi’s epic ever produced in the history of Persian painting. Its manuscripts are held separately in various 
collections around the world. In 2014, the Metropolitan Museum of Art published seventy-eight of its pages 
from its collection in one book. 
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represent activities related to indoor spaces, or the window openings to a garden. I then 

modified and prepared the imagery for the technique of transfer print (figure 52). 

The printing technique using ink transfer, or solvent transfer, has numerous methods of image 

removal that use various thinners to lift printed ink from paper to apply it to another surface.  

Figure 53. Sara Irannejad, Patterned Memoirs #4, 2016. Transferred ink on galvanised awning, 
Photographer: Miriam Deprez. 

Through experimenting with different methods, I developed my own approach using multiple 

water-based mediums. The translucent quality of medium agents allows for the application of 

images in multiple layers resulting in transparent images that overlap each other. The method 

also requires vigorous rubbing and peeling of the printed image in order to have a smooth 

image. The worn-out images are the outcome of this forced pressure in flaking the paper. The 

force of rubbing and peeling prompts friction, rupture, and interruption and the resulting 

image is evocative of the emergence of a new being. 
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However, the reproduction lacks fine details and the accuracy of the original image. Some 

parts of the picture are clear, but in other areas the image is corrupted, ruined, and eroded. 

The various local objects I incorporated in this series include torn and shattered pieces of wall 

panels, cabinets, steps, chairs, tables, and other bits and pieces for which the original function 

is no longer apparent (figures 53–63). Although print transfer is the main method used here, 

some works are also developed with an application of ink and pyrography. 

Figure 54. Sara Irannejad, Patterned 
Memoirs #6, 2015. 
Transferred ink on timber 
(found object). Photographer: 
Miriam Deprez. 
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Figure 55. Sara Irannejad, Patterned Memoirs #7, 2015. Metallic ink on wooden step. 
Photographer: Till Noever. 

 
 

Figure 56. Sara Irannejad, Patterned 
Memoirs #9, 2015. Transfer ink 
on timber. Photographer: Till 
Noever. 

Figure 57. Sara Irannejad, Patterned 
Memoirs #10, 2015. Pyrography 
and ink on cricket bat. 
Photographer: Miriam Deprez. 
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Figure 58. Sara Irannejad, Patterned 
Memoirs #11, 2015. Ink on timber 
chair part. Photographer: Miriam 
Deprez. 

Figure 59. Sara Irannejad, Patterned 
Memoirs #12, 2015. Ink on timber 
chair part. Photographer: Miriam 
Deprez. 

 
Figure 60. Sara Irannejad, Patterned Memoirs #14 (installation view and detail), 2015. Ink on 

timber lattice. Photographer: Miriam Deprez. 
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Figure 61. Sara Irannejad, Patterned Memoirs #16, 2017. Ink, 
gold leaf, and pyrography on timber table slice. 
Photographer: M. Amiri. 

 

Figure 62. Sara Irannejad, Patterned Memoirs #4, 2016. Transfer ink on 
timber cabinet door. Photographer: Miriam Deprez. 
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Figure 63. Sara Irannejad, Allurement of Ruins (Patterned Memoirs), 2017. Transfer ink 
and gold leaf on timber, dimensions variable. 

Philosopher Thomas Brockelman identifies the binary and diverse meanings found in an 

artwork containing a collection of “materials from different worlds into a single 

composition”.122 He stresses that in such works each element has at least twofold meaning, 

                                                
122 Thomas Brockelman, The Frame and the Mirror: On Collage and the Postmodern (Evanston, IL: 

Northwestern University Press, 2001), 10. 
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and thus the work requires double reading. Even though each motif is taken from a different 

source, they are put together and framed as one work. In this juxtaposition, they resist the 

fantasy of difference and suggest a new sense of connection and realisation. 

The assortment of Australian objects when juxtaposed with Persian allegories, have a vital 

role of meaning-making in my work. Moreover, the act of collecting has an association with 

memories and a reflective state of mind. Sometimes this serves as a remedial routine to switch 

troubling thoughts or to break away from the anxieties of life. Therefore, as a transmutation of 

my nomadic life and the temporariness of belonging to this place, my art is deeply concerned 

with collection and juxtaposition.  

David Banash, in his book Collage Culture: Readymades, Meaning, and the Age of 

Consumption (2013), suggests that there is another element in collecting that is related to 

nostalgia. He notes that “[behind] the critical masks of the most prolific collage artists of the 

century there is almost always a secretly nostalgic collector”.123  

Another form of juxtaposition I have experimented with is projecting images that I derived 

from old photographs over my body in the present. Just as different projected images on the 

body create various ambiences, likewise I hold multiple positions in the work: I am the 

creator, photographer, subject, and operator behind the projector. The first body of work that I 

created in 2015 included photographs of my body facing the camera with a forward gaze 

while immersed in images that conceal my face and body parts (figure 64). The experiment 

implied a two-way relationship between seeing the body from outside as ‘the other’ (from the 

camera viewpoint) and to feel it from inside, affected by emotions, imagination, longing, and 

external forces such as the experience of disruption and displacement.  

                                                
123 David C. Banash, Collage Culture: Readymades, Meaning, and the Age of Consumption (Amsterdom New 

York: Rodopi, 2013), 177. 
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Figure 64. Sara Irannejad, #1 and 2 from Forgone, 2014. Inkjet print on Hahnemuhle paper.  

For me, the self-imaging mirrors my inner affect that, despite the forcible ‘interruptions’, 

seeks to find sensible ways of expression and communication with the outside world. Art 

theorist, Amelia Jones argues that the re-articulation of the body in visual art through 

challenging the cyberspace of digital media creates a new “embodied social space.”124  In my 

works, similarly, the use of the body is not to make a direct indication of the self but to set a 

tangible presence in contrast to the illusory images of the past. For instance, the left image in 

figure 65 is a juxtaposition of my body in its present state in Australia with an old photograph 

of myself wearing hijab in Iran. The projection prompted a double head displacement on a 

single entity, representing a twofold place, identity, and an attachment/detachment 

relationship with the past.  

Later as the works progressed, I started to incorporate the space around myself into the 

pictures as a way to add more spatiotemporal information. Instead of using the dark space of 

studio, I took the equipment to my garden and used my bare body as a canvas which I 

illuminated with images carefully selected from elaborate floral designs taken from Iran’s 

traditional art. My nudity stands for transparency, the human body in its natural manifestation 

                                                
124 Amelia Jones, "Survey_Go Back to the Body Which Is Where All the Splits in Western Culture Occur," in 

The Artist’s Body, ed. Tracey Warr (London: Phaidon, 2012), 42. 
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without any additional information applied by garments. However, the patterns and shades of 

the imagery dress the body and veil its details, individuality, and physical features, aided by 

the slow movements of my body as I mimic working in the garden. Here, the garden as a 

secure space plays an important role. It is a contained space within my home where I spend 

time cultivating and nourishing plants. It is a space of protection, nourishment, and 

moderation from the busy and unsettling life outside. Aidani writes “[c]onnection to places 

where we feel we belong can only happen when we are welcomed”.125 My garden is indeed a 

welcoming yet hybrid space, with a fusion of Australian native plants such as Grevillea and 

Golden Penda alongside other flora that Iranians admire, such as geraniums, cockscombs, 

roses, jasmine, and herbs used for cooking Persian cuisines.  

The body projection in Hybrid Pairidaeza (2018) only shows glimpses of the garden in the 

dark background. What is more central is the juxtaposed body as it is submerged and 

inscribed by the deeply rooted traditional imagery of Iranian art. As I move within the garden 

space, the light and shadows from the illuminated images play a game of ‘hide and seek’ on 

my body, so it loses its clarity, details, and proportions and looks distorted and strange. 

Sometimes the projection creates a hazy background in the spaces where the illumination 

expands; at other times it is more static and defined. At one time the body is all blue in colour, 

at another, it is washed in red patterns. At one time my body appears crunched in and 

distorted, and at another time it expands with opened arms. The projection becomes an 

interactive dance between the images, my body, and space (figures 65–68).  

                                                
125 Mammad Aidani, "Exhibition and Inclusion in Public Space - Love and Devotion: From Persia and Beyond," 

Agora 48, no. 3 (2013). 
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Figure 65. (1/4) Sara Irannejad, Hybrid Pairidaeza, 2018. Inkjet print on 
backlit paper. 

Figure 66. (2/4) Sara Irannejad, Hybrid Pairidaeza, 2018. Inkjet print on 
backlit paper. 
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Figure 67. (3/4) Sara Irannejad, Hybrid Pairidaeza, 2018. Inkjet print on 
backlit paper. 

Figure 68. (4/4) Sara Irannejad, Hybrid Pairidaeza, 2018. Inkjet print on 
backlit paper. 

In Hybrid Pairidaeza the body does not care about the camera and the viewers’ gaze. It 

repeats contemplative movements that mimic fostering and working in the garden. In these 

scenes the body is not directly referred to as a physical or individual presence, but rather its 

peripheral appearance has become a tool to mirror what is happening within, where the inner 

emotions shift as energy forces traverse within the ambiences of the garden. Consequently, 

rather than representing a stable referent, these works take on various insignia, patterns, and 

gestures to signify multiple layers of identity. Art historian, Tracey Warr argues that non-
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Western cultures do not see the individual as a central point in the universe, but instead they 

see the human being as a whole, having the same value and position as all other matters in the 

cosmos. Therefore, she asserts, most non-Western rituals, philosophies, and art using the 

human body—such as piercing, body painting, and tattooing—were conducted to use the 

body as an entree to the mystical worlds beyond the physical.126 The migrant’s body in my 

work is ambiguous, peculiar, folded, augmented, restless, doubled, unsettled, uplifted, 

inspired, and opened up like a book. It is there but not there, yet somewhere in-between—

where the space is constantly under revolution and change. Nonetheless, it has an affecting 

relationship with the space around it and an ability to cultivate the surrounding aura. From the 

flowing affection and energy between the migrant body and the garden, there emerges a new 

dimension that is “interruptive”, “interrogative”, and “enunciative”, 127 and has qualities of 

both past and present.  

The multiplicity of images and the various sensations they create portrays the migrant’s (my) 

body as a seeker, a restless explorer that, like a chameleon, changes its skin pattern, and can 

change, adapt, and reinvent herself. Hybrid Pairidaeza pursues finding unity through the 

juxtaposition of contradictory realms between an Australian house garden and the abstract 

floral allegories of ancient Persia—and most importantly the migrant.  

Boundaries and Allegories of Nature and Culture 

In Global Diasporas 2008, Cohen directs us to the many gardening expressions in the field of 

migration and diasporic studies. Terms such as “uprooting”, “scattering”, “transplanting” and 

even “hybridity” have all originated from planting and gardening studies, as has the Greek 

root definition of the word “diaspora” derived from “Speiro” meaning “to sow” or “to 

disperse.” 128 

My use of elements of nature, tree cuts and roots for instance, also correspond to the intimate 

notions of migration and displacement. Native tree trunk cuts, roots, branches, and leaves 

form an important part of my works. In such works natural, cultural, and artistic boundaries 

adapt, transform, and interconnect to create new multiple spaces of meaning that also confront 

the ideas of difference. Casey discusses how the parameters around natural or cultural 

collections are usually defined as ‘boundaries’ in relation to one another. He describes 

                                                
126 Tracey Warr, "Preface," in The Artist’s Body (London: Phaidon, 2012), 11–12. 
127 Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 236. 
128 Cohen, Global Diasporas: An Introduction, XIV. 
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‘boundary’ as flexible, and of an immaterial quality, “pervious like human skin”.129 

‘Boundary’ like ‘border’ indicates two sides but unlike ‘border’, which is a fixed and 

controlled outline, a ‘boundary’ may not have exact topographical attributes, and it may even 

extend beyond what it is drawn in the first place. 

 

Figure 69. Sara Irannejad, Multiverse (installation view and detail), 2015. Transfer ink and gold 
leaf on palm frond. Photographer: Miriam Deprez. Installation at Pop Gallery, Brisbane. 

  

Multiverse (2015–2016) is a body of work that includes native floras such as hoop pine, red 

cedar, ironbark, banksia, and palm fronds. I covered each piece with drawings and 

inscriptions using mainly pokerwork (figures 69–76). I use tree trunk cuts and root stumps as 

they have long been metaphorically associated with human migration. The base of each piece, 

                                                
129 Edward S. Casey, Border Vs. Boundary at La Frontera (Stony Brook University, 2009), Video, 66 min. 
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where the tree’s growth rings develop, bear burnt carvings that depict intricate patterns, floral 

allegories, and poetry. The handwritten texts are derived from verses of Shahnameh. The 

words on these works are written in an overlaying and scribbled arrangement so that they 

would not signify a specific meaning. Therefore, texts are even unreadable to Farsi speakers. 

The whole process of burning images on trees was contemplative and meditative for me as if I 

was searing enduring tattoos into their skin, seeping deeper into their veins, all the way to 

their roots. 

Figure 70. Sara Irannejad, Multiverse #1, 2016. Pyrography and ink on tree stump. 
Photographer: Till Noever. 
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Figure 71. Sara Irannejad, Multiverse #2, 2016. Pyrography and ink on tree stump. 
Photographer: Till Noever. 

 

 
Figure 72. Sara Irannejad, Multiverse #3, 2016. Pyrography and ink on tree stump. 

Photographer: Till Noever. 
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Figure 73. (1/3) Sara Irannejad, Multiverse, 2017. Pyrography on tree 
cuts. Photographer: M. Amiri.  

 

Figure 74. (2/3) Sara Irannejad, Multiverse, 2017. Pyrography on tree cuts. 
Photographer: M. Amiri.  
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Figure 75. (3/3) Sara Irannejad, Multiverse, 2017. Pyrography on tree cuts. 

Photographer: M. Amiri. 

 
 

Figure 76. Work in progress. 

 

Burning and carving are created by repetition, controlling the temperature of the pokerwork 

device, and the pressure used in its application. The final works resemble tattoos and the act 
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of etching and marking on the skin and can be associated with the permeable and merging 

qualities of culture. Performing the act of burning is also associated with fire, and its power to 

both destroy and rejuvenate life: its use evident in present Australian environmental programs 

as well as in the Australian Indigenous cultures and those cultures of ancient Iran. Thus, 

burning allegories from a Persian paradise garden onto Australian wood implies the double-

sided elements of migration as destructive and creative. In Persian myths, burning by fire is a 

holy experience, as fire was considered the representative of God since it can destroy, 

sanitise, and regenerate. In Zoroastrian temples, there is a special place to worship fire, which 

suggests that, as flames of fire reach upward, humans can unite the burning life within 

themselves with the flame of the Divine.130  

Figure 77. (1/2) Sara Irannejad, Multiverse, 2016. Installation at Currumbin Beach during Swell 
Sculpture Festival.  

Multiverse was exhibited in different spaces. I perceived that the space in which the works 

were installed could shift the meaning. If installed in a closed white space such as a gallery, 

their dislocation and uprootedness become more evident, particularly under the spotlights and 

the gaze of the visitors.  

                                                
130 John R. Hinnells, Persian Mythology, The Library of the World's Myths and Legends (London: Chancellor 

Press, 1985). 
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Figure 78. (2/2) Sara Irannejad, Multiverse, 2016. Installation at Currumbin Beach during Swell 

Sculpture Festival. 

However, a natural setting, such as the sandy shores of the Currumbin beach or the grasslands 

of Gold Coast Botanic Gardens (where now most of them are installed permanently), offers a 

nurturing and yet a decomposing space that encourages immersion, transformation, and 

regrowth (figures 77–81). 
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Figure 79. (1/3) Sara Irannejad, Multiverse, 2016. Installation at Gold Coast Botanic 

Gardens. Image showing the natural life processes inherent in merging 
works of art with nature. 

 

Figure 80. (2/3) Sara Irannejad, Multiverse, 2016. Installation at Gold Coast Botanic 
Gardens. Image showing the natural life processes inherent in merging 
works of art with nature, evidence in insect shell. 
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Figure 81. (3/3) Sara Irannejad, Multiverse, 2016. Installation at Gold Coast 

Botanic Gardens. Image showing the natural life processes inherent in 
merging works of art with nature, evidence in bird dropping. 

In addition to using tree trunk cuts, I have also experimented with leaves I have handpicked 

from my garden. These leaves are overlayed with images of customised patterns that I prepare 

for this purpose and are exposed to direct sunlight. The natural process of plant’s 

photosynthesis continues for hours after they are cut from the branch. I have used this natural 

feature of plants as a method to print images on their leaves. The darker areas in the resulting 

images show those parts that are openly exposed to sunlight and the lighter areas indicate that 

the leaf was less exposed to the sun due to the overlaying image diffusing part of the sunlight 

(figure 82). This process is very experimental, and the outcomes vary each time depending on 

the type of leaf and the angle of the rays of the sun. The successful leaves are pressed and 

dried for days to preserve them for as long as possible, even though the very nature of such 

artworks is temporary. As the leaves degrade and decompose the images seem to transform 

and melt away as if they are absorbed into the plant, and both became as one. 
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Figure 82. Sara Irannejad, Breaking the Silence, 2018. 

Above: Photosynthesis on Red Olive Leaf (Elaeodendron australe). 
Bottom: Photosynthesis on Heliconia Leaf (detail). 

Research shows that interactions and regular visits to the natural environments of an adopted 

place can contribute in evolving new memories, inspirations, and even in triggering nostalgic 

feelings, hence creating a sense of belonging to diasporas.131 Nature, indeed, does not hold to 

any national or religious identity and it is inviting to all living beings on the planet. I enjoy 

being surrounded by nature and I often take road trips or go camping and bushwalking. When 

                                                
131 Monika Stodolska, Karin Peters, and Anna Horolets, "The Role of Natural Environments in Developing a 

Sense of Belonging: A Comparative Study of Immigrants in the U.S., Poland, the Netherlands and Germany," 
Urban Foresting and Urban Greening 7, June (2016). 
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out in Australian native environment, I am surrounded by unique flora: gums, banksias, 

eucalypts, and Moreton Bay figs—with their magnificent Buttress roots—to name a few.  

Another work that I include under this category is a site-specific work I created in the 

Newstead House Museum; the oldest surviving colonial house in Brisbane. In May 2016 I 

was invited to a take part in a project called Resonance, looking at the past as a reverberating 

potency in our experiences of the present. Newstead House is a Victorian design built in 1846 

by Patrick Leslie (1815–1881) and later occupied by Captain John Clements Wickham 

(1798–1864). It is located in Newstead Park at the intersection of the Brisbane River and 

Breakfast Creek (figure 83). From the moment I entered the location to start my investigation, 

the magnificent Moreton Bay fig in the front yard captured my attention. The old tree—with 

its branches high above and its roots enveloping the house’s foundation—predates the house 

by many years and was part of an ancient funeral ground for the Indigenous peoples who 

lived in this area. 

 
Figure 83. Newstead House and part of the old fig tree, 

Brisbane. Photograph: State Library of Queensland 
and John Oxley Library. 

Louise Martin-Chew writes that “[what] seems most challenging in the current political 

environment (which tends to polarise) is the layering of histories, the pause these 

interventions may generate, the crisscross of lives and lines, white and black, male and 

female, contemporary and historic, and many places in between.”132 What was of interest to 

me with this project was that, although I had no ancestral connection to the land, I could still 

relate to the historical narratives. The content of letters between early settlers and their 

families back in their homelands dating back more than two centuries were very similar to the 

                                                
132 Louise Martin-Chew, "Resonance," Eyeline 86 (2017). 
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dialogues I have had with my parents today. “You are preparing to leave the home of your 

fathers, and to pursue your fortunes in a distant land . . . you are going . . . to a new world, 

new indeed in every sense of the word”, Patrick Leslie’s father wrote to him.133   

 
 

 
Figure 84. Sara Irannejad, Seamless Transition, 2016. Commissioned by Resonance Project. 

Video Installation with sound 16:9, Colour, 3 min. Installation in the basement of the 
Newstead House, Brisbane. 

The work I created, Seamless Transition (figure 84), takes inspiration from the lives of the 

two women—sisters Catherine (Kate) and Anna Macarthur—who were first residents of the 

house. I have focused on their association with, and interest in, gardening and how they saw 

the Australian natural settings as a space of ‘contemplation’ that felt like home. Seamless 

                                                
133 William Leslie, Leslie Family Papers, ed. Patrick Leslie (Australia: John Oxley Library, State Library of 

Queensland, 1834). 
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Transition was installed in the basement of Newstead House, expanding over the main 

corridor and the adjacent three rooms that would have been mostly occupied by women in its 

early history. The video juxtaposes films taken by myself from the old fig tree and the river 

crossings along with historical imagery of original diaries and photographs. The video 

comprises transitional scenes that fade into one another and includes audio that incorporates 

mixed sounds of the streaming river, Australian birds, and other sounds I recorded for this 

purpose. 

The Transformation of ‘Peculiar’ and ‘Fear’ into Tropes of Belonging 

Through the juxtaposition of natural and cultural allegories and motifs, I displace and uproot 

one element from its source and then re-introduce and merge it into another to make a hybrid 

piece. Consequently, each juxtaposition work has two moments of “cutting apart” and 

“gathering together”.134 These pivotal moments are also evident in the set of works, Garden 

Pools (2016, figures 85–89), which used native red cedar wood to frame moulded resin 

containing fragments of Persian miniature paintings and elements taken from early colonial 

paintings depicting Australian flora and fauna. 

 
Figure 85. (1/4) Sara Irannejad, Garden Pools, 2016. Resin, transparent film, acrylic ink, LED 

light, and pokerwork on Australian Red Cedar. Photographer: Anthony Vue.  

                                                
134 Banash, Collage Culture: Readymades, Meaning, and the Age of Consumption, 178. 
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Figure 86. (2/4) Sara Irannejad, Garden Pools, 2016. Resin, transparent film, acrylic 

ink, LED light, and pokerwork on Australian Red Cedar. Photographer: 
Anthony Vue.  

 

Figure 87. (3/4) Sara Irannejad, Garden Pools, 2016. Resin, transparent film, acrylic ink, LED 
light, and pokerwork on Australian Red Cedar. Photographer: Anthony Vue. 
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Figure 88. (4/4) Sara Irannejad, Garden Pools, 2016. Resin, transparent film, acrylic ink, LED 
light, and pokerwork on Australian Red Cedar. Photographer: Anthony Vue. 

 

 
Figure 89. Image shows the process of preparation images to be inserted into resin. 

Pouring polyester resin in the mould is a slow and controlled procedure as it must be done in 

layers between the submerged images and paints so that the outcome creates an illusion of a 

three-dimensional picture. Each work depicts an Australian animal or plant on a Persian 

landscape. I have drawn the backgrounds from the illustrated landscapes of Shahnameh 

miniatures and have either removed the human figures to have a bare setting or sometimes 
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kept an imaginary figure—like the div, central to Persian fables and miniatures, which may 

resemble a hesitant stranger or novice settler. These mythical creatures are positioned in the 

middle layer between the landscape and the Australian motif as if they are hanging in between 

the two worlds, looking surprised, fearful, and curled in. The Australian flora and fauna 

motifs are carefully selected from paintings by early European settler naturalists and artists 

such as John Lewin (1770–1819), Joseph Lycett (1774–1828) and Richard Browne (1771–

1824) (figures 90–92).  

Figure 90. John Lewin, Banksia 
Serrata, 1817. 
Watercolour on paper, 26 
x 24.5 cm.  

Figure 91. Joseph Lycett, 
Waratah, 1820. 
Watercolour on 
cardboard, 26.5 x 
19.5 cm.  

Figure 92. Richard Browne, 
The Emu, 1820. 
Watercolour, pen 
and ink on paper, 
33.5 x 27.8 cm. 

Framed inside slices of Queensland native trees, these resin cubes look like pools that reflect 

an imagined hybrid world. They are illuminated from behind by LED lights that are installed 

in the back of the slice of wood. With the Australian motif against a mythical landscape, these 

works have a dreamy appearance. Despite some artists like Richard Browne who were more 

empirical, many early colonial images of Australian flora and fauna were not accurate 

representations of the real animals or plants.135 However, my use of these early images of 

Australia against an imaginary Persian landscape is to highlight the whimsical and playful 

idea of home imagined by migrants. 

In another work called Fringe and Warps of Fate (2017) I incorporated Australian motifs in a 

painting based on the style of traditional tribal carpets with repeating rhythm and symmetrical 

composition (figures 93–96). Australian and Persian elements along with scattered letters that 

spell out the word ‘expat’ in English and بیرغ  (Gharib) in Farsi are depicted on a picnic mat 

that I have been using for outdoor leisure around Australia. The repeated figurative motifs are 

                                                
135 Richard Neville, "Eager Curiosity: Engaging with the New Colony of New South Wales," in The World 

Upside Down: Australia 1788-1830 (Canberra: National Library of Australia, 2000), 9–10. 
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pictured hauling luggage on their backs across the four corners of the mat. The central figure, 

who sits on a bed adorned with serpent heads, seems to dominate the composition. I have 

redesigned and adjusted these motifs to prepare them as simplified and silhouette shapes that 

mimic those of carpet designs.  

Figure 93. Sara Irannejad, Fringe and Warps of Fate, 2017. Textile ink on tea 
stained picnic mat, Flame tree blossoms and carpet fringe, approx. 160 x 
175 cm. 
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Figure 94. Detail of some Australian motifs used in the work. 

 

Figure 95. Persian tribal carpet, Kelim, that I used as a 
compositional guide for the work. 
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Figure 96. The work in progress. 

Reflecting on compositions and the geometrical structures of elements in Persian tribal rugs 

and kilims, I considered the Baluchi and Afghan ‘war rugs’—the admired carpet weaving 

practices of contemporary nomadic women. These women use images of war, weapons, and 

killing instead of traditional floral motifs to make a woven history of the conflict they have 

witnessed (figure 97).  

 
Figure 97. Armaments and Soldiers in Battle, 1990. 

Detail from knotted woollen carpet (Baluchi 
Style), Laverty Collection, Sydney, 990 x 1690 
mm. Image taken from the book, The Rugs of 
War, 2003. 
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In my work, the painting recounts manifold layers of stories as carpets represent life so that it 

becomes a carpet of fate and exodus. The central figure is drawn from the Shahnameh tale of 

the Serpent King. The myth says that Zahak, who was lured by Lucifer and had two vicious 

serpents growing out of his shoulders, reigned the world with sorcery and demonic 

foundations for a thousand years. As a result, the country was ill-fated, and the wise people 

were either imprisoned, concealed, or exiled. Today, the story has a new connotation for most 

Iranians. The political issues and their extreme consequences on the lives of people over the 

recent decades in Iran have interlaced the fate of generations with despair and dislocation. 

The upright position of gumtree leaves raises a hint of danger, and the repeated images of 

luggage holders seem to be endlessly on the move. Finally, I have interlaced the mat with 

warps and fringes that I unknotted from a handwoven Persian carpet. The video recording of 

me in the act of ripping woven twists of the Persian carpet, and then knotting them to the 

picnic mat, is shown next to the work (figure 98).  

 
Figure 98. Sara Irannejad, Fringe and Warps of Fate, 2017. video, 6 min. 

The long carpet yarns connect the piece to the ground where a pile of carpet shavings and 

warp threads are mixed with Australian native blossoms such as those from the Illawarra 

flame tree (figures 99 and 100).  
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Figure 99. Sara Irannejad, Fringe and Warps of Fate, 2017. Textile ink, on tea 

stained picnic mat, Flame tree blossoms and carpet fringe. Carpet Approx. 
160 x 175 cm. Installation at Logan Art Gallery. 

 

 
Figure 100. Sara Irannejad, Fringe and Warps of Fate (detail of carpet fringe and 

Flame tree blossoms), 2017. Textile ink, on tea stained picnic mat, Flame 
tree blossoms and carpet fringe. Carpet Approx. 160 x 175 cm. Installation 
at Logan Art Gallery. 

 



 96 

I also used Australian natural icons, such as images of native birds and plants, in the series 

Persistralia (2017, figures 101–107). This body of work comprises replications and 

compositions of each element to form a pattern. The elements are repeated, rotated, or flipped 

in a way to represent a Persian design—such as those from architectural, book illuminations 

or textile ornaments of Paradise Garden.  

Different to the Patterned Memoirs series, where Persian imagery shields Australian objects, 

Persistralia comprises seemingly Iranian patterns that employ Australian emblems as their 

base motif. One needs to get close to the work to recognise the underlying elements making 

up the patterns. It is through interacting with scale and distance that the binary position of 

elements in these works appear as one contingent space, by way of icons losing their usual 

denotation and becoming available to translation and transformation. In such elusive space, 

the parts twist and shift constantly. In one glance, the work seems familiar, and in another, it 

seems alien. For example, a bird or a flower may appear peculiarly different when seen from 

different directions. 

Figure 101. Sara Irannejad, Persistralia (Pattern #1) (image and detail showing use of a 
Kookaburra head), 2017. Inkjet print on Hahnemuhle matt paper. 
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Figure 102. Sara Irannejad, Persistralia (Pattern #2) (image and detail showing use of an Ibis 
head), 2017. Inkjet print on Hahnemuhle matt paper.  

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 103. Sara Irannejad, Persistralia (Pattern #5) (image and detail showing use of Red Back 
spider), 2017. Inkjet print on Hahnemuhle matt paper. 



 98 

Figure 104. Sara Irannejad, Persistralia (Pattern #6) (image and detail showing use of a Bottle 
Brush flower (Callistemon)), 2017. Inkjet print on Hahnemuhle matt paper. 

Figure 105. Sara Irannejad, Persistralia (Pattern #7) (image and detail showing use of a Gum Tree 
leaves), 2017. Inkjet print on Hahnemuhle matt paper.  



 99 

Figure 106. Sara Irannejad, Persistralia (Pattern #8) (image and detail showing use of a Golden 
Wattle Flower (Acacia pycnantha)), 2017. Inkjet print on Hahnemuhle matt paper. 

Figure 107. Sara Irannejad, Persistralia (Pattern #9) (image and detail showing use of a Crows Ash 
Seed (Flindersia Australis)), 2017. Inkjet print on Hahnemuhle matt paper. 

Nostalgia, Home and Longing 

The contemporary association of Persian Paradise motifs in my works touches on diasporas’ 

longing for an ideal nostalgic past and the desire for creating a utopia elsewhere. Audiences 

from diverse cultural backgrounds may well respond differently to the juxtaposition of cross-

cultural concepts. The Persian emblems for instance, or inscriptions in some works, have 

meanings to Iranian audiences and might even trigger their melancholy and homesickness, but 

might look quite curious and exotic to others.  

I have removed the centre of an elaborate mandala (Shamseh in Farsi) in the video work 

Illuminated Peephole to make an opening in which I have inserted a video of my eye 

capturing the slow movement of my pupil. Mandalas in Persian and Islamic art symbolise the 
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universe and the whole of creation and are often used at the beginning of important literary 

and holy books like Shahnameh or Quran, or in the sacred spaces of mosques and valued 

articles like carpets and prayer mats (figures 108–110). 

Figure 108. Elaborate Tiled Mandala on Sheikh 
Lotfollah Mosque Ceiling, Early seventeenth 
Century, Iran. 

Figure 109. Central Manada on a 
Persian Carpet, Tabriz Style, 
Iran 

‘Gaze’ in Sufi philosophy synchronises notions of self-observation and the annihilation of ego 

to enhance consciousness. Here the eye looks through the mandala as if it is looking through a 

peephole to another world, whether upcoming or gone, either an expected utopia or a lost 

paradise. Whether the eye is observing a nostalgic past or a promising future, its binary and 

transitional situation between the two spaces suggests a hopeful search to find an ideal place 

of beauty, comfort, and belonging.  

     
Figure 110. Left and Right: Sara Irannejad, Illuminated Peephole, 2015. Video projection 16:9, 

Colour, 2 min.  
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Later I employed a similar idea using a vintage artist’s paint box that I converted into a 

lightbox. I burnt an image of a banksia branch over the lid using the pokerwork technique. 

When one opens the cover, there is a painting of a mandala on the acrylic panel inside the 

box, and when the light turns on, a shadowy image of an eye appears at the centre of the 

mandala. I achieved this outcome by layering an image between the acrylic sheet and the LED 

light source. The work further enhances the notions of nostalgia and belonging seen from a 

twofold position of outside and inside (figure 111). 

 

 

 
Figure 111. Sara Irannejad, Curiosity Box, 2016. Found artist box, LED light, 

acrylic sheet, paint, pokerwork. 

The Breakages and Interruptions of Communication 

The in-between state of diaspora, particularly first-generation migrants, creates a feeling of 

being in limbo. Although with frequent use of communication technologies, one can make 
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regular links with family at home. However, this is not without the shadow of the ongoing 

tension, distance, and evoked memories of home.136 

Over the last few years I have been living outside Iran, I have had regular phone video calls 

with my family in Iran. Despite the unreliable connection issues, this has been a regular 

routine for us. With the Iranian Government’s control of Internet speed in Iran, we could only 

receive broken sound and see distorted and pixelated images of each other, which naturally 

affects our ease of communication, as it is hard to recognise the facial details, colours, and 

sounds of each other clearly. Frequently the video transmissions freeze during calls, with 

warnings of a ‘poor connection’.  

In 2015 I recorded over ninety video calls with my parents and myself over ninety 

occurrences. I have put these screen captures together in the video work Poor Connection. 

The work is spread over four video channels, with each showing an arrangement of phone 

images to form part of the text ‘Poor Connection’. Each phone device plays a short clip of 

video conversations transacted between my family and myself (figure 112).  

The work is a collage of fragmented imagery and a mix of contradictory sounds that are tied 

to my homeland, but that also relate to Australia. For the audio, I used sounds from the 

recordings I made of Australian birds chirping in trees with distorted human voices derived 

from the video chattering—almost as if aliens are babbling a strange language. There is also 

an instrumental version of Advance Australia Fair, with the sound of an Aboriginal 

didgeridoo player in the background. Towards the end of the video, the buzzing ringtone of 

dialling video calls can be heard as well. Therefore, Poor Connection stands between the 

binary experiences of migration, in a transitional state that is not connected to either the past 

or the present, where connection to both worlds is only perceived through poor disintegrating 

links.  

                                                
136 Salim Lakha, "Waiting to Return Home: Modes of Immigrant Waiting," in Waiting, ed. Ghassan Hage 

(Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2009), 123. 
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Figure 112. Sara Irannejad, Poor Connection (installation view and detail (still)), 2015. 
Multichannel video with sound 16:9, colour, 3 min. Photographer: Till Noever. 
Installation at Pop Gallery.  
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Conclusion 

Not Christian or Jew or Muslim, not Hindu 
Buddhist, Sufi, or Zen. Not any religion 

or cultural system. I am not from the East 
or the West, not out of the ocean or up 

from the ground, not natural or ethereal, not 
composed of elements at all. I do not exist, 
am not an entity in this world or the next, 

did not descend from Adam and Eve or any 
origin story. My place is placeless, a trace 

of the traceless. Neither body or soul. 
I belong to the beloved, have seen the two 

worlds as one and that one call to and know, 
first, last, outer, inner, only that 
breath breathing human being. 

—Jelaluddin Rumi (translated by Coleman Barks) 

 
In this exegesis, I have traced how a selection of contemporary diasporic artists have taken on 

hybrid practices in positive ways that challenge and extend the conventional and traditional 

representation of culture. The position of diasporic artists in the middle ground of two cultural 

poles, propels the sense of a new space that Bhabha refers to as ‘third space’. As extended by 

Papastergiadis, ‘hybrid art’ is the important step towards creating an ‘aesthetic 

cosmopolitanism’. The ambiguous ‘third space’ connects the current experiences of diasporas 

to their notions of past, which itself is paradoxically charged with imagined events rather than 

necessarily the reality of what has happened in the past. However, as this space is technically 

detached from any established time, place, or identity, it has the potential to transcend such 

boundaries and turn into a space of self-realisation and contemplation. 

 

As argued by both Bhabha and Papastergiadis, ‘hybridity’ is a multilateral dimension by itself 

that is ever-changing and transforming from inside; therefore, its definitions go beyond the 

diasporic or colonial context. ‘Hybridity’ as noted by Papastergiadis, is a resourceful 

operation that utilises creative practices.137 In my practice, ‘hybridity’, demonstrated through 

methods of juxtaposition, collage, body projection, and installation, is a methodological 

procedure from which I can bring together aspects of Persian and Australian culture. By 

taking allegories from one cultural space associated with one place into another realm, the 

                                                
137 Papastergiadis, "Hybridity and Ambivalence," 131. 
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traditional order of cultural authenticity and originality transforms into spaces for dialogue 

and interconnection. 

‘Cultural translation’ is the key to build intercultural dialogue and is a central approach to 

regulate the often ‘rupture’ and ‘interruption’ that appears as the result of confronting two 

different cultural spaces. Correspondingly, visual art is a great mediator to move beyond 

language and to reinstate the possibility of cultural translation. The state of separation and 

otherness that a diasporic artist experiences, either concerning their homeland and cultural 

background or towards the host environment surrounding them, may work as a turning point 

and a productive stage in their career. “Alienation from ‘ones’ own’ culture is usually seen as 

a necessary stage in the dialectics of cultural renewal”, writes Papastergiadis.138  

The mode of thinking and meaning I am proposing in my studio works do not connote exact 

denotations but suggest multiple layers of meaning through unknown spaces of curiosity with 

questions yet to be formed. Displacement as a subjective experience has many levels of 

disruptive and productive qualities depending on social, political, psychological, and 

emotional factors. Our connections with place can either be built through ancestral ties to a 

land or can be re-created through our sensitive ties with a certain place. The migrants’ 

relationship with place swings between having a strong fondness (topophilia) or fear and 

hatred (topophobia) towards a place, terms coined by humanist geographer Yi-Fu Tuan.  

The blurred lines between art fields and genres in contemporary visual practices can be 

described as new methodological forms of inquiry that incite more profound interrelations 

between medium, artist, subject, and audience. In this research, different materials and tools 

bring different ways of seeing and create new ways of interpreting issues. The traditional use 

of mediums and direct application of hand and body (in applying paint and pokerwork for 

instance), to the use of digital technology and video, together explore the complex space of 

diaspora.  

This thesis has shown that the implications of juxtaposition, collection, image transfer, and 

projection can suggest both re-evaluations of imagery concerned with body, culture, nature, 

and history and also potential strategies to create multiple new spaces of meaning and inquiry. 

The floral and geometrical patterns and allegories I use in my studio research are drawn from 

the rich cultural practices of ‘Persian Paradise Garden’. Based on sacred scripture and Sufi 
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philosophies the celestial ‘Gardens of Paradise’ are re-imagined as earthly gardens 

represented in various art forms such as miniature painting and carpet design.  

I have chosen to work with imagery that is intangible and whimsical, as such images are the 

product of the human imagination’s will to idealism and have juxtaposed these images with 

tangible objects and materials collected from natural and historical aspects of Australian 

environment. These new relationships imply innovative notions of home that offer a synthesis 

between the twofold experiences of homeland. The research has drawn from personal as well 

as academic research centred around the recognition, that for a diasporic artist, the necessity 

of connecting to the adopted home drives the reconstruction of personal and cultural identity. 

The gathering of Iranian and Australian fragments in my work aims not to raise rivalry and 

conflict, nor is it to compulsorily conflate different spaces, but instead my hope is that it 

suggests an imaginary hybrid space, a merging space that in bringing together the qualities of 

two cultures, has unique virtues of its own. 

In summary, this research is offered as means of engaging others to question and explore the 

issues that lie at the heart of what is rapidly becoming a transcultural world. Migration brings 

with it a lifetime of transforming ideas and ideals. Through this ongoing journey, I aspire to 

advance my research while my perception of, and connection with place and materials 

continue to develop. To unfold the ambivalent ‘inter-visual’ space I take a middle role and 

adopt an inclusive bond with my surrounding, even if the outside world expects me to do 

otherwise. Moreover, I seek to extend the discussions about Iranian diaspora beyond 

theoretical, social and cultural boundaries, to create opportunities for new interconnection, 

and interplay between local accounts and global concerns. 
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