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Abstract 

For a long time, the veil has been a signifier of great contention in the cultural encounters 

between the West and the Muslim world. A great deal of research has been conducted on 

its meanings as it is received in (predominantly Western) contexts where the veil is 

interpreted as a marker of exoticism and difference. However, there remains a scarcity of 

research considering the matter from the other direction ï that is, in terms of what the veil 

means to Muslim women living in, or with connections to, Islamicate countries. To 

address this gap, this study considers representations of the veil and veiling in works by 

contemporary female Muslim artists from, or with connections to, the Middle East and 

North Africa (MENA) region, in the medium of photography. The artists whose work is 

considered in detail are Zineb Sedira, Lalla Essaydi, Shadi Ghadirian, Shirin Neshat, 

Newsha Tavakolian, Manal Al-Dowayan, Mona Hatoum, and the team of Farhad Moshiri 

and Shirin Aliabadi. Specifically, the representations considered are those in which the 

veil is mobilised as a specific thematic or semiotic resource. I do not consider 

documentary images of the veil, but rather images in which the meaning of the veil is 

explored, negotiated and contested in an explicit and self-conscious way. This enables the 

consideration of the veil as an open-ended, developing cultural signifier, in contrast to the 

static, ahistorical interpretation often foisted on it. As the discussions provided in this 

study demonstrate, the veil and the practice of veiling are used in a range of fascinating 

ways in contemporary art by Muslim women from the MENA region, which demonstrate 

the dense and vital semiotic function of the phenomena in the contexts under 

consideration. By exploring these, this thesis hopes to shed some much-needed light on 

these cultural dynamics, and in this way to promote better intercultural insight and 

understanding. 
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1 Chapter One: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction  

For a long time the veil has been a signifier of great contention in the cultural encounters 

between the West and the Muslim world, and much research has been conducted on its 

meanings as it is received in (predominantly Western) contexts where it is interpreted as 

a marker of exoticism and difference. However, there remains a scarcity of research 

considering the matter from the other direction ï that is, in terms of what the veil means 

to Muslim women living in, or with connections to, Islamicate countries. To address this 

gap, this study considers representations of the veil and veiling in works by contemporary 

female Muslim artists from, or with connections to, the Middle East and North Africa 

(MENA) region.  

Specifically, the representations considered are those in which the veil is 

mobilised as a specific thematic or semiotic resource. I do not consider documentary 

images of the veil, but rather images in which the meaning of the veil is explored, 

negotiated and contested in an explicit and self-conscious way. This enables the 

consideration of the veil as an open-ended, developing cultural signifier, in contrast to the 

static, ahistorical interpretation often foisted on it. As the discussions provided in this 

study demonstrate, the veil and the practice of veiling are used in a range of fascinating 

ways in contemporary art by Muslim women from the MENA region, which demonstrate 

the dense and vital semiotic function of the phenomena in the contexts under 

consideration. By exploring these, this thesis hopes to shed some much-needed light on 

these cultural dynamics, and in this way to promote better intercultural insight and 

understanding.  

This chapter introduces the study. It is structured as follows. The following section 

(1.2) expands on the context of the study, and the next (1.3) explains how the images 

considered in this study were selected. Then, a review of the relevant literature is provided 

(1.4), which helps clarify the basis for the aims of the thesis (discussed in 1.5) and its 

specific objectives (1.6). The methodology adopted to achieve these objectives is then 

discussed in section 1.7. Finally, an overview of the structure of the rest of the thesis is 

provided in section 1.8.  
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1.2 The Context for This Study 

Although the practice of veiling by women is a longstanding tradition in the Islamic 

world, the advent of the mass media, internet and social media coupled with mass 

migration from the Arab world to Western Europe and the Americas has helped to fuel 

the debate about veiling in all its diverse forms, with the most contentious discourse being 

reserved for the use of niqab or the burqa. These debates intensified in the period 

following the events in America popularly referred to as 9/11, and gained further 

momentum as a result of the Arab Spring and the spotlight which this placed on Arab 

women in particular.  

It is often forgotten that veiling is by no means an exclusively Islamic or Oriental 

practice. As Chapter One of this thesis explains, the veiling of the female body in different 

cultural and historical contexts has been variously interpreted as mysterious and 

seductive, a means to prompt male desire, or a symbol of chastity and modesty, designed 

to protect virginal purity. It has also been seen as a sign of both social conservatism and 

of political rebelliousness, of backwardness and of modernity. More recently, it has 

acquired the status of fashionable accessory for the faithful Muslimah (female Muslim). 

As one might expect given its multiple meanings, the practice of veiling has 

prompted conflicting opinions from a wide range of different groups and individual 

writers, including both Western and Islamic feminists. It should be said that the range of 

opinions among the latter group is now as broad as that among the former. Ibtissam 

Bouachrine, whose work adopts a transdisciplinary approach to the exploration of 

feminism, democracy, and intercultural representation, notes that there has been shift in 

approaches to veiling:  

What was once critiqued by feminists, Muslim and non-Muslim alike, as a symbol 

 of oppression became, particularly in the post-9/11 era, praised as a means for 

 womenôs emancipation within Islam and resistance to the West and its values.1  

As this shows, the meaning of the veil can by no means be considered fixed and stable. It 

changes according the context in which it is used, playing a role in a dense semiotic 

system of meaning and social constructions.  

 
1 Ibtissam Bouachrine, Women and Islam: Myths, Apologies, and the Limits of Feminist Critique 

(Plymouth: Lexington Books, 2014), p. 75.  
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This thesis will show that for numerous female Muslim artists with origins in the 

MENA (Middle East and North Africa) region, exploring the cultural practice of veiling 

and all of the multiple meanings it embodies continues to be a subject of fascination. For 

some artists this is a chance to challenge and expose male Orientalist stereotypes of veiled 

women; for others an opportunity to celebrate and/or contest Islamic artistic conventions 

or to challenge Western ways of viewing and representing the female body as object. 

Female artists with origins in the MENA region have used their work to make 

powerful personal contributions to debates concerning veiling while at the same time 

highlighting broader concerns surrounding cultural attitudes towards representing the 

female body and the artistic practices that have evolved around this. In some cases, 

because of the restrictions imposed by Islamic traditions and culture, the representation 

of the female body in their artwork is considered a taboo subject and this has resulted in 

their work being censored or removed from display in Islamic countries, causing them to 

move to countries in the Western world where they can exhibit their works freely. Tools 

of global communication such as the internet and social media have also facilitated 

dissemination of this work. However, in many cases their work still remains relatively 

unknown. Moreover, Orientalist stereotyping of veiling traditions and the representation 

of the female body in the Arab world that originated in the colonial era continue to have 

an impact on interpretations of their work. 

This studyôs focus on visual representations that engage with the theme of veiling 

(unveiling, de-veiling and re-veiling) is driven by a number of reasons. Firstly, on a 

personal level, as a Muslim woman from one of the Gulf States, I initially felt bemused 

by the intensity of the debates in Western societies in both popular media and academic 

discourse about the practice of veiling. I then became intrigued by the extent to which 

this topic has been used as a means of addressing much broader issues ranging from 

national security to female sexuality. Like Fran Lloyd, I realised that: 

The veil has come to be one of the most visible and [é] debated external signs of 

difference, social positioning, gender, desire and exclusion/inclusion. The veil is a 

complex symbol that carries a multiplicity of frequently shifting and often 

contradictory meanings.2 

 
2 Fran Lloyd, óArab Women Artists: Issues of Representation and Gender in Contemporary 

British Visual Cultureô, Journal of Visual Culture in Britain, 2.2 (2001), 1ï15 (p. 2).  
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Secondly, as an art student, reading commentaries on representations that featured veiled 

women, I was frequently dismayed by the level of ignorance they often displayed about 

the socio-cultural context in which such images had originated, and also by the 

persistence of Orientalist attitudes towards these images. For the first time, I fully 

understood Miriam Cookeôs statement: 

Images we have of each other are part of the language we bring to dialogue. 

Sometimes we are at the mercy of our image; sometimes we hide behind it; 

sometimes we act as though neither of us had an image of the other.3 

Such reflection led me to recognise the importance of work to clarify the cultural, 

religious and social assumptions and systems that underpin the practice of veiling in 

contemporary Islam, in order to nuance the frequently highly simplistic understandings 

of the phenomenon in current discussions. The fraught nature of these discussions, and 

their significant effects, only heightens the importance of such clarification. As will be 

explained later, this has important implications for the methodology adopted in the study.  

While these thoughts provided the initial motivation for this research, it was an 

article by Massimo Leone on the semiotics of the veil in early Christianity that prompted 

me to think again about the deeper meaning of veiling and its connection with visual art 

created by this group of female artists from Islamic cultures.4 Leoneôs distinction between 

cultures of visibility and cultures of invisibility gave me a sense of how the mutual 

misunderstandings that centre on the veil can be understood as a function of the semiotic 

structuring of discourse. 

Politically and socially, the contrasting views on the veil so often seem to reach a 

dead-end, where an either/or of mutually exclusive oppositions admit of no shades of 

nuance. The view of Bouachrine quoted earlier in this chapter demonstrates such a 

dynamic well, where the veil is either oppressive or a form of resistance to oppression. 

Leoneôs work demonstrated to me how a reliance on a semiotic reading of the role of the 

veil could provide a means of overcoming such intractable oppositions, in order to explore 

the veil as an evolving, developing, constantly negotiated technique in the social 

 
3 Miriam Cooke, Women Claim Islam: Creating Islamic Feminism through Literature 

(Abingdon; New York: Routledge, 2001), p. 130. 
4 Massimo Leone, óCultures of Invisibility: The Semiotics of the Veil in Early Christianityô, 

Gramma: Journal of Theory and Criticism, 20 (2014), 273ï286. 
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positioning of the self in cultural, historical, and social contexts. In this way, it has the 

potential to do justice to the ófrequently shifting and often contradictory meaningsô that 

Lloyd attributes to the veil.  

This thesis considers representations of the veil and veiling in works by 

contemporary female Muslim artists from, or with connections to, the MENA region. As 

will be shown, the veil is a focus of extensive work and thought in work by such artists, 

attracting a wide range of fascinating responses. Artists respond to current framing of the 

veil in relation to the óWar on Terrorô and the putative cultural conflict it is premised on, 

as well as the cultural self-positioning underpinning this. They explore the way this 

discursive mapping is derived out of an older colonial tradition, and engage with the 

Orientalist tropes and visual culture that characterised early instances of the Westôs 

encounter with the Arab and Muslim world. They explore the politics of the veil in the 

Muslim world itself ï how it serves to police womenôs bodies and self-expression ï and 

how they are subverted in such contexts; and they explore the way Muslim women find 

themselves discursively caught between a range of determining patriarchal and 

paternalistic systems seeking to structure their agency, and how they find a space for their 

own subjectivity within such constraints. 

As is shown throughout, the representations considered here contradict the 

common vision of the veil as a desubjectifying device that removes womenôs agency and 

individuality. Many of the works considered demonstrate an insurgent humour that in 

itself challenges the view of Muslim women as submissive to the socio-cultural order that 

prescribes their roles. Further, this humour is an important aspect of the sophisticated 

semiotic deconstruction of such discursive constructions of Muslim femininity that the 

works carry out. As subsequent discussions will show, the works considered in this thesis 

are all notable for the way in which they open up a óthird spaceô, in Homi K. Bhabhaôs 

terms: they reject the oppositions on the basis of which the prevailing discourse constructs 

the identity that is given to them, and negotiate a óthird spaceô in which these very 

oppositions can be contested.5 This is a specifically Derridean approach, and I will 

therefore frequently use the idea of deconstruction to clarify my understanding of the 

semiotic effects of the works in question. Like Bhabhaôs idea of the óthird spaceô, 

 
5 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (Abingdon: Routledge, 2012). 
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deconstruction is concerned with identifying the instabilities in semiotic systems of 

oppositions, and using such instabilities to subvert the opposition itself. 

My understanding of the way in which the works considered in this thesis can be 

thought to represent a form of resistance to or critique of patriarchal or other socio-

political constraints can be best understood with reference to such a deconstructive 

approach. I argue that these representations of the veil demonstrate a form of resistance 

to and subversion of specifically political discourses through a semiotic deconstruction 

of the terms on which the discourses are based. While perhaps semantically equivalent, I 

see a difference in the usage of the two terms óobjectifyô and óde-subjectifyô. To objectify, 

in general use, implies making someone the passive recipient of anotherôs agency. This 

helps explain the sexual connotations frequently bound up with the term (e.g. óthe 

objectification of womenô). The emphasis of de-subjectification, in contrast, is on the 

erasure of the otherôs agency, irrespective of that of any other agent. The distinction is 

also helpful insofar as it helps bypass the sexualised connotations of óobjectifyô: the kind 

of de-subjectification I have in mind includes the erasure of womenôs eroticism, where 

predominant forms of objectification (such as the pornographic) rely on the reduction of 

the subject to the sexual.6 Rather than seeking to refute the charge of, for example, the 

de-subjectification and deindividualisation the veil achieves, these works engage at a 

deeper level, querying the assumptions on which such charges are based and showing that 

the systems of oppositions that make them possible are themselves unstable, and using 

this instability to open new spaces of possibility in the view and understanding of the veil. 

In the following section, I present a review of the relevant literature, as a means of 

identifying the gap this study seeks to address, and to frame the approach and methods 

adopted to do so. 

1.3 Corpus 

The images chosen for consideration were selected on the basis of my own interest in and 

deep engagement with the artwork of contemporary female Muslim MENA artists. The 

fundamental criteria for inclusion were their being female, Muslim artists working in the 

medium of photography, and having some connection to the MENA region. In regard to 

 
6 See: Feona Attwood, óPornography and Objectificationô, Feminist Media Studies, 4.1 (2004), 

7ï19. 
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the decision to focus on photography, my thinking was informed by considerations 

similar to those of Merherzia Labidi, who argues that photography has made possible a 

radically renewed mode of representation of the female body.7 In the current era of rapid 

development in communication technologies, the internet and smart phones allow women 

to represent themselves and their lives in new ways.8 This democratisation of image 

creation and circulation has made possible a space in which previously predominant 

patriarchal visual imaginaries can be critiqued.9 Such a tendency is apparent in almost all 

the images considered in this thesis, and the medium of photography is itself of 

significance given these technological and historical factors, as will be shown in the 

following discussions. 

I selected from this body of work those images that I felt most clearly and 

powerfully engaged with the visual culture of the veil. I gave priority to those works that 

drew attention to the veil itself, as thematic or formal devices, rather than those in which 

veils may have appeared as incidental details. It was on this basis that the works of Yumna 

Al -Arashi, Ayesha Malik and Alia Youssef were omitted: while veiled women appear in 

the work of all three, the fact and act of veiling is not thematised centrally, as they are in 

the works I consider.  

Given that I wanted to explore female Muslim MENA artistsô self-expression 

through the medium of the veil, I also focused on works that demonstrated a degree of 

self-conscious foregrounding and manipulation of this theme. Following this rationale, I 

have not considered photorealist, documentary-type representations of veiled Muslim 

MENA women, or by Muslim MENA women. A significant amount of such work is being 

produced, by photographers such as Nadia Bseiso, Mahin Mohammadzadeh and Fatemeh 

Behboudi. In such photography, however, the social and cultural practices of veiling are 

documented in a journalistic manner, rather than being themselves a medium of 

 
7 Lilia  Labidi, óPolitical, Aesthetic, and Ethical Positions of Tunisian Women Artists, 2011ï13ô, 

The Journal of North African Studies 19.2 (2014), 157ï171. 
8 Anna Piela, óChallenging Stereotypes: Muslim Women's Photographic Self-Representations 

on the Internetô, Heidelberg Journal of Religions on the Internet 4.1 (2010), online; óI Am Just 

Doing My Bit to Promote Modesty: Niqabis' Self-Portraits On Photo-Sharing 

Websitesô, Feminist Media Studies 13.5 (2013), 781ï790. 
9 Courtney C. Radscha and Sahar Khamis, óIn Their Own Voice: Technologically Mediated 

Empowerment and Transformation among Young Arab Womenô, Feminist Media Studies, 13.5 

(2013), 881ï890. 
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expression. I therefore judged representations of this type to be qualitatively different 

from those I was interested in considering. 

1.4 Literature Review  

In terms of theoretical approaches, the thesis draws on work on veiling from both Islamic 

and non-Islamic perspectives to help establish a conceptual framework for approaching 

the cultural practice of veiling. As Massimo Leoneôs work shows, cultural 

contextualisation is essential to understand the semiotic role of any instance of veiling, 

and providing this provides the necessary depth and complexity required to approach the 

images discussed in this thesis. Leoneôs idea of the differences between cultures of 

visibility and invisibility will be drawn on extensively in the following discussions to 

clarify the semiotics of the veil in the various interpretations of it that are advanced. 

Fadwa El Guindi, Meyda Yegenoglu, Saba Mahmood, Fatima Mernissi and Reina Lewis 

have all also written with insight on the veil and the practice of veiling, and their work is 

drawn on where relevant. 

The thesis also draws on the post-colonial theory of Edward Said, Frantz Fanon 

and Homi K. Bhabha, and later theorists influenced by them, to clarify the relations 

between cultures and discourses that shape the subjectôs world in a post-colonial and neo-

colonial context. This body of work similarly emphasises the importance of attending to 

historical and socio-political context in any attempt to understand works of art produced 

in and responding to such situations. Given the seminal status of Saidôs work in 

inaugurating the notion of óOrientalismô in the work of the same name, a central theme 

of this study, his thought is accorded close attention. Bhabhaôs idea of óin-betweennessô 

is identified as a valuable conceptual approach to the semiotics of many of the works 

discussed, and is employed throughout, relying primarily on his book The Location of 

Culture (1994). Other theorists, either with a directly post-colonial focus (such as Fanon) 

or with a focus having a bearing on the associated questions of subjectivity, 

intersubjectivity, power and related topics, are drawn on to support the development of 

the argument as relevant. 

In terms of the representation of the female body, and the significance of veiling 

in connection with this, a range of theoretical works are employed in approaching the 

works: John Berger and Jane Gaines (ways of seeing/looking relations), Laura Mulvey 



27 

 

 

(the gaze), Judith Butler (performativity), and Joan Rivière (masquerade). All of these 

similarly situate regimes of representation, performance and visibility in the context of 

specific constellations of material relations of power, and therefore make it necessary that 

such relations be taken into account when seeking to understand given representations.  

For secondary literature on the topic, I focused on work published since 2001, but 

not exclusively. The attacks on the World Trade Center of 9/11 marked a transformation 

in cultural relations between the West and the Muslim world, inaugurating the óWar on 

Terrorô and an especially fraught rhetorical and discursive framing of Islam and the 

Muslim subject.10 Contemporary representations of the veil cannot be understood without 

taking this context into account, and I have therefore prioritised theory and research that 

was produced in the climate brought about by these events. This is of course not to deny 

the continuities between pre- and post-9/11 situations. As many scholars note, the 

othering of the Muslim subject in the rhetoric of the War on Terror relies on and repeats 

many historical tropes shaping the confrontation between the West and Islam, including 

the colonial imaginary and the even older discursive heritage of the rhetoric of the 

Christian crusades.11 Work that delineates these continuities is of value in understanding 

contemporary female Muslim MENA artistsô responses to their world. 

The increased emphasis on the veil in the semiotics of cultural mediation is 

apparent in the number of exhibitions devoted to the theme since 2001. As part of the 

research for this thesis, I attended a number of such exhibitions. This gave me the 

opportunity to view a wide range of important works in this area, and to consider the 

curatorial choices being made in the presentation of the veil to predominantly Western 

audiences. An especially noteworthy exhibition, but one I did not have the opportunity to 

attend, was in London in 2003, entitled Veil: Veiling, representation, and contemporary 

art. Shirin Neshat and Zeinab Sedira (both considered in this thesis) contributed essays 

to the book published in connection with the exhibition, which explored representations 

of the veil in contemporary art. 

 
10 David A. Bailey and Gilane Tawadros, eds., Veiling, Representation and Contemporary Art 

(London: V&A/Modern Art Oxford, 2003). 
11 Arun Kundnani, The Muslims Are Coming!: Islamophobia, Extremism, and the Domestic War 

on Terror (London; New York: Verso, 2014).  
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One exhibition that was very important to the development of my ideas, and the 

decisions regarding which works to consider in this thesis, was the solo exhibition of 

Mona Hatoumôs work at Tate Modern from 4 May to 21 August 2016. The prominence 

such a single-artist exhibition afforded to Hatoumôs work testifies to her standing 

internationally. I was struck by the great diversity and inventiveness of her body of work. 

The exhibition demonstrated clearly how consistently she has challenged assumptions 

and expectations throughout the course of her career. This contestatory dimension of her 

work played a significant role in my developing understanding of the deconstructive 

aspect of the works considered in this thesis. It was at this exhibition that I first saw 

Hatoumôs Keffieh. As with the general tenor of her oeuvre, it struck me as a fiercely 

challenging and uncanny work. Keffieh deepened my insight into the semiotics of the veil 

in contemporary representations of the veil in female Muslim artistsô work. 

I also attended the exhibition óI Amô, held at St Martin-in-the-Fields Gallery from 

2 July to 20 August 2017. óI Amô comprised pictures from thirty-one of the Middle East's 

premier contemporary female artists. Its explicit aim was similar, in some respects, to that 

of my thesis, insofar as it sought to promote intercultural understanding between the 

Muslim world and the West. This helped confirm my own judgement of the importance 

of the fundamental orientation of my project: that of seeking to mediate between East and 

West via a symbol fraught with misunderstanding. Lalla Essaydi and Boushra 

Almutawkel were both featured in this exhibition, and the opportunity to see their work 

helped me develop my readings.  

The Third Biennial of Photographers of the Contemporary Arab World was held 

at the Arab World Institute in Paris from 11 September to 24 November 2019. My thesis 

was almost complete at this stage, so there was not much opportunity to incorporate 

material from the exhibition into the work. I did nevertheless feel that it substantiated and 

supported many of my own arguments about the contemporary semiotics of the veil, 

especially the potency of the veil as a marker of instabilities in binary structures of 

difference. It also underscored the frequent and diverse deployment of the comic as a 

critical energy in contemporary Arab art, in ways touched on in this thesis, and which I 

intend to explore further in later research.  

Recent related exhibitions include Beyond the Veil (Venice 2019) and Lifting the 

Veil (Jerusalem 2019), both of which speak to the continuing centrality of the garment to 
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current discussion about intercultural identity and representation. I attended Beyond the 

Veil toward the end of the writing of this thesis. As such, its influence on the ideas and 

readings was limited. It did however confirm me in my understandings of the way the 

veil is commonly used in inter-cultural representations, and the ways it is frequently 

destabilized. 

Relevant literature was searched for using databases such as Jstor, Ebscohost, 

Google Scholar and Academia.edu. Given the trans-discursive and interdisciplinary 

approach of the present study (which follows from the aims of achieving a form of cultural 

mediation, discussed above), the capacity of such databases to provide results for research 

on given themes from a wide range of disciplines and perspectives was considered a 

benefit. Abstracts of relevant results were read, and those which fit the search criteria 

were then read in full. In this section, I discuss the relevant literature pertaining to the 

broad, general theme of the study. Discussion of literature relating to specific artists 

discussed is provided in conjunction with those specific discussions, in the relevant 

chapters. 

Considering the extensive attention devoted to the veil and Muslim womanhood 

in recent and current popular discourse, the limited amount of research on contemporary 

representations of veiling by Muslim women is striking. This in many ways supports the 

general reading offered by this thesis that Muslim women function as a site on which 

discursive constructions are imposed, rather than their agency and subjectivity being 

recognised and attended to. As Myra MacDonald notes, in the majority of discussions, 

the veil serves as a stereotype that precludes the possibility of subjective complexity, 

rather than being engaged with as a living, open-ended cultural practice manifesting a 

diversity of social and historical positions and possibilities.12 This, in turn, has given rise 

to a great number of studies exploring the nature and basis of this stereotyping.13 

 
12 Myra MacDonald, óMuslim Women and the Veil: Problems of Image and Voice in Media 

Representationsô, Feminist Media Studies, 6.1 (2006), 7ï23. 
13 See, for example: Alia Al-Saji, óThe Racialization of Muslim Veils: A Philosophical 

Analysisô, Philosophy & Social Criticism, 36.8 (2010), 875ï902; Katherine Bullock, 

óChallenging Media Representations of the Veil: Contemporary Muslim Womenôs Re-Veiling 

Movementô, American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences, 17.3 (2000), 22ï5; Katherine 

Bullock, Rethinking Muslim Women and the Veil: Challenging Historical & Modern 

Stereotypes (Herendon, VA; London: The International Institute of Islamic Thought, 2003); 

Katherine H. Bullock, and Gul Joya Jafri, óMedia (mis) Representations: Muslim Women in the 

Canadian Nationô, Canadian Woman Studies, 20.2 (2000), 35ï40; Michelle D. Byng, 
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Ironically, though, for all this critique, there is very little about the converse of the 

stereotype: the actual, lived meanings of the veil in Muslim womenôs thoughts, beliefs 

and opinions. It is this gap that the current study seeks to address. Instead of exploring 

the semiotics of the veil in social and cultural contexts where it is considered foreign, 

othered and exotic (which almost all considerations engage in, to one extent or another), 

this thesis seeks to explore its multiple and contested meanings as created and explored 

by artists who consider it part of their own heritage. One notable exception is Bilgeôs 

post-structuralist interpretation of the veil as operating in a third space between the 

readings of it as either objectifiying or subjectifiying.14 My approach adopts a similar 

view, but develops the idea further by looking at specific examples of creative works in 

which the meaning of the veil is actively negotiated and transformed. In this sense, the 

current study can be seen to respond to the call of scholars such as Saba Mahmood and 

Chapman for study of the evolving and open-ended nature of the negotiation of female 

Muslim identity as performed through such techniques and tropes.15 

 Maryam Alwazzanôs study, published just a few months before this thesis was 

submitted, similarly focuses on the representation of the veil in some of the artists 

considered here (Mona Hatoum, Shirin Neshat and Lalla Essaydi).16 Alwazzanôs 

exploration is much more selective, however, focusing not only on fewer artists, but also 

fewer of their works. The theoretical frame adopted also differs significantly from mine: 

Alwazzan reads the veil as offering a óframingô device, whereas my interpretation sees 

these artistsô uses of the veil as specifically disrupting given discursive frames. Valierie 

 
óSymbolically Muslim: Media, Hijab, and the Westô, Critical Sociology, 36.1 (2010), 109ï129; 

Smeeta Mishra, óSaving Muslim Women and Fighting Muslim Men: Analysis of 

Representations in the New York Timesô, Global Media Journal, 6.11 (2007), 1ï20; Anna C. 

Korteweg, óThe Sharia Debate in Ontario: Gender, Islam, and Representations of Muslim 

Womenôs Agency,ô Gender & Society 22.4 (2008), 434ï454; Nahid Kabir, óRepresentation of 

Islam and Muslims in the Australian Media, 2001ï2005ô, Journal of Muslim Minority 

Affairs 26.3 (2006): 313ï328;  Mohja Kahf, Western Representations of the Muslim Women: 

From Termagant to Odalisque (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010). 
14 See: Sirma Bilge, óBeyond Subordination vs. Resistance: An Intersectional Approach to the 

Agency of Veiled Muslim Womenô, Journal of Intercultural Studies, 31.1 (2010), 9ï28. 
15 Saba Mahmood, Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Princeton, 

NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016); Madeleine Chapman, óVeil as Stigma: Explore the Role 

of Representations in Muslim Womenôs Management of Threatened Social Identityô, Journal of 

Community & Applied Social Psychology, 26.4 (2016), 354ï366.  
16 Maryam Alwazzan, óReframing Borders: A Study of the Veil, Writing and Representation of 

the Female Body in the Photo-Based Artwork of Mona Hatoum, Shirin Neshat and Lalla Essaydiô 

(unpublished masters thesis, University of Oregon, 2019). 
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Behiery and Lindsey Moore provide introductory explorations of the representation of 

the veil in contemporary art by Muslim women, but on a far more limited scope than is 

provided in the current study.17 

To the best of my knowledge, no other studies explore the representation of the 

veil in the work of female Muslim photographic artists from the MENA region to the 

extent and in the detail that is provided in this study. The veil is a salient topic in many 

discussions of female Muslim artistsô work, but no prior study focuses primarily on the 

veil itself, as thematic, formal and semiotic device.18 Given the central role the veil plays 

in current discursive constructions of female Muslim subjectivity, the absence of such an 

exploration of the representations provided by Muslim women themselves represents a 

significant gap. This thesis will address this gap. 

The thesis is centrally concerned with womenôs negotiations of their place in a 

patriarchal system. I take the patriarchal nature of all the societies in question to be 

unquestionable, on the basis of factors such as economic, social and political power and 

freedom from coercion (following, e.g., the work of Errol Miller).19 I do not engage 

directly with the vast body of work on patriarchy, feminism, and the specificities of these 

areas when considered in the context of the Muslim world or its encounter with the West. 

I consider both the West and the Islamicate world to be patriarchal. As should go without 

saying ï but frequently does not, as outlined by Irja Skabo in her thesis on the oppression 

of women ï critique of one should not be taken to imply absolution of the other.20 When 

I critique the patriarchal nature of the Western colonial gaze, I am not claiming that there 

is no Muslim equivalent; and conversely, when I emphasise the patriarchal structures that 

determine the daily lives of women in countries in the MENA region, I should not be 

taken to be implicitly arguing (as is often the case) that the West represents a cultural 

 
17 Valerie Behiery, óAlternative Narratives of the Veil in Contemporary Artô, Comparative 

Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, 32. 1 (2012), 130ï146; Lindsey Moore, Arab, 

Muslim, Woman: Voice and Vision in Postcolonial Literature and Film (Abingdon: Routledge, 

2008). 
18 Rachel Epp Buller, óUn/Veiled: Feminist Art from the Arab/Muslim Diasporaô, Al-Raida 

Journal (2007), 16ï20; Lloyd, óArab Women Artistsô; Marsha Meskimmon, Women Making Art: 

History, Subjectivity, Aesthetics (Abingdon: Routledge, 2012). 
19 See: Errol Miller, óGender, Power and Politics: An Alternative Perspectiveô in Gender, Peace 

and Conflict, ed. by Inger Skjelsboek and Dan Smith (London: Sage Publications, 2001). 
20 Irja Martine and Linderud Skabo, óFeminism and Womanism in Literature: Applying 

Literature in the Classroom to Identify and Understand Oppression of Womenô (unpublished 

masters thesis, Norwegian University of Science and Technology, 2018).  
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value-system free of such. I have therefore not engaged with specific research on 

patriarchal systems, whether Western, Muslim, or any other, as such precise measurement 

of varying patriarchal structures is of secondary interest to the artistsô own perceptions of 

and responses to the systems they find themselves confronting. Work such as Butlerôs 

Gender Trouble, for example, that aids understanding of such responses, was judged of 

greater relevance than detailed empirical analysis of the material forms of patriarchy and 

responses to it.21 Analysis of the works in question therefore provides relevant 

contextualisation where necessary to clarify the focus and meaning of the workôs 

themselves, but priority is placed on the meaning as figured in the images themselves, 

rather than in the society in question. In light of this, relevant ethnographic, 

anthropological, sociological and cultural studies approaches to the veil are cited, rather 

than detailed exhaustively.22 For example, such studies inform the parts of the chapters 

that contextualise and explain specific cultural practices and attitudes, and are used to 

help situate the works in question.  

1.5 Aim of the Thesis 

Given these aims, the artists and works chosen for consideration are selected on the basis 

of their relevance to the concerns with the veil and the practice of veiling in contemporary 

MENA Muslim culture. All the artists and works considered in this thesis engage 

explicitly with the phenomenon of veiling in one way or another, with this often being 

underscored in the titles of works, and centrally thematised in the content of their works. 

The clarity and directness of their engagement with the veil and veiling was the first 

criterion for inclusion. Once a body of work had been identified meeting this criterion, 

subsequent analysis brought to light the commonalities in the theme, tone and perspective 

that are highlighted in the discussions of these works.  

 
21 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (New York, NY: Routledge, 2002). 
22 Fadwa El Guindi, Veil: Modesty, Privacy and Resistance (London; New York, NY: Berg, 

2003); Lindsey Moore, 2008; Lara Deeb, An Enchanted Modern: Gender and Public Piety in 

Shi'i Lebanon (Vol. 41) )Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011); Leila Ahmed, 

Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate (London; New Haven, CT: 

Yale University Press, 1992); Reina Lewis, óPrefaceô, in Veiling, Representation and 

Contemporary Art, ed. by David A. Bailey and Gilane Tawadros (London: V&A/Modern Art 

Oxford, 2003.2013). 
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1.6 Objectives 

The overarching aim of the thesis gave shape to the following more specific objectives:  

1. To trace the history of veiling as cultural practice and the varying meanings which 

it has acquired across different historical and cultural contexts, and to provide 

specific insights into Islamic veiling regimes. 

In line with the overall aim of contributing to a more a nuanced and complex 

understanding of the meaning of the veil in contemporary discourse, this thesis will 

contextualise current forms of Islamic veiling within a broader history of veiling in 

different cultures and religions to demonstrate the consistent semiotic tropes that inform 

it. This will serve to situate the anxieties over Islamic veiling within a broader discussion 

of cultures of visibility and invisibility, and the differences in their respective approaches 

to the semiotic structuring of discourse, in a way that clarifies what is at stake in the socio-

political concerns over the use of the veil by Muslim women today. It will also inform 

the subsequent readings of specific images, clarifying the semiotics of the veil in various 

contexts and therefore enabling a more nuanced exploration of the way it is used in the 

works considered.  

2. To explore the multiple meanings of veiling as a symbolic device in work by a 

selected sample of female Muslim visual artists from the MENA region.  

Following the primary criterion for the selection of works for consideration in this thesis, 

a range of artworks that represented and thematised the veil and the practice of veiling, 

produced by female Muslim visual artists from the MENA region, were chosen for 

analysis. This produced a diverse selection of works and artists, that enabled the 

exploration of the different ways the veil is represented and used in contemporary art by 

female Muslim artists from the MENA region. Analysis of these works, with reference to 

both the historical and socio-cultural context in which they were produced, and also the 

context of the artistôs wider body of work, made it possible to identify the multiple 

meaning associated with the veil in such works of art. 

3. To establish the extent to which these artists engage with or challenge existing 

conventions concerning the representation of the female body in the Western 

context and the Islamic context. 
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Two considerations play the primary role in motivating this objective of exploring the 

role of the veil in representations of the female body. The first are the strictly gendered 

conventions pertaining to the use of the veil in the contexts discussed in this study ï 

indeed, in all contexts, to the best of my knowledge. While there are various social 

conventions relating to menôs covering their heads and/or hair in a range of contexts, the 

veiling of the hair, face or entire body appears to be reserved for women. A guiding 

assumption of the study is that this is explicable on the basis of the commonalities among 

various instances of patriarchal social organisation, which imply an analogous positioning 

of women and the female body in the cultureôs discursive space. In light of this, an 

exploration of the ways the female body is represented in the works of contemporary 

female Muslim MENA artists seems necessary to clarify the ways the works relate to such 

discursive constraints, and the way they position or reposition women within it. 

The second such consideration relates to the specific situation of contemporary 

female Muslim MENA artists in respect of such patriarchy. As the subsequent discussions 

will demonstrate, these women find themselves caught in the mesh of intersecting 

patriarchies: Arab/Muslim and Western. The European colonial era brought about the 

imposition of a mode of patriarchal domination over womenôs bodies as an attempt to 

restructure the societies under control, and in response to this, the patriarchal tendencies 

of these societies themselves frequently grew more assertive, seeing the threat to their 

hegemony. The veil has become a focal point of this contestation, and dramatises very 

obviously the extent to which the lived experience and the bodies of Muslim women 

become stakes in the struggle for cultural supremacy. Muslim women find themselves in 

a situation where one patriarchal system imposes the veil, while another seeks to remove 

it, all the while claiming that its doing so is in fact a function of its opposition to 

patriarchal control. Consideration of the way the veil is used in the representations of the 

female body by contemporary female Muslim MENA artists is therefore judged likely to 

be an incisive means of exploring responses to these specific socio-cultural and political 

dynamics.  

4. To identify the ways in which these female artists challenge Western visual 

regimes with respect to the female body and objectification. 

Closely related to the former objective, an additional objective of the study is to consider 

how contemporary female Muslim MENA artists engage with the tropes and tendencies 
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of the European colonial visual imaginary, and the ways in which it has reified and 

reduced Otherness to a function of its own self-definition. This objective is given a certain 

prominence by the positioning of this study between cultures, so to speak. As discussed 

earlier, part of the motivation for the study was to address the misunderstandings and 

simplifications I so frequently see in intercultural discussions of the veil. Further, many 

of the artists considered here also take up such an intercultural stance, living in both 

Eastern and Western countries, producing representations of Eastern people and scenes 

for exhibition in Western contexts, and explicitly blending and mixing details from 

Eastern and Western visual traditions and registers to subvert and interrogate the 

oppositions they imply. In this sense, the intercultural traffic in images in a central focus 

of the study, and an objective that necessarily arises from this is to explore how the 

Eastern artists considered here engage with the Western, Orientalist visual traditions in 

which Arab and Muslim women have long been figured.  

5. To add to the current body of knowledge by investigating how contemporary 

artists use devices such as calligraphy to act as metaphors for veiling to express 

concepts of betweenness and visibility/invisibility. 

Following on from this, I seek to explore how the artists in question contest the discursive 

frames they find themselves responding to through techniques understood with reference 

to Homi K. Bhabhaôs idea of óin-betweennessô. By considering the devices and tropes 

used in the images explored in this thesis, the discussions will show how such in-

betweenness, the óthirdô spaceô, is deployed to challenge the discursive constructions and 

gesture toward alternatives. Such techniques are often conceived as a form of 

deconstruction of opposites, whereby discursive models are subverted through a close 

interrogation of their founding terms. Massimo Leoneôs idea of the differences between 

cultures of visibility and cultures of invisibility is also used in seeking to achieve this 

objective, supplementing the formal vision that is taken from Bhabhaôs work with more 

specific detail about actual cultures in their historical contexts.  

In order to achieve these objectives, the research sought to answer the following 

research questions: 

1. What meanings has veiling acquired as a cultural practice across different 

historical and cultural contexts, in particular within the MENA region? 
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2. What meaning does veiling have as a symbolic device in the work of these female 

Muslim visual artists from the MENA region?  

3. What other devices do these artists use to act as metaphors for veiling? 

4. To what extent do these female artists engage with or challenge existing 

conventions concerning the representation of the female body in the Western 

context and the Islamic context? 

5. To what extent does the work of these female artists challenge Western visual 

regimes with respect to the female body and objectification? 

1.7 Methodology 

This study makes use of detailed analysis of works by individual artists, informed by 

reading from a range of academic books, specialist journals and online resources. It also 

draws on the exhibitions I attended (discussed in the introduction). Further, I explored the 

artistsô social media profiles to glean any further information and insight I was able to 

from such sources. As this introduction has made clear, it would be mistaken to interpret 

the veil as a symbolic device with a fixed meaning, or to attempt to attribute one single 

meaning to the veil as artefact or to the covering/uncovering of the female body as a 

cultural practice. Melanie Adrian refers to the óintense individuality of the veilô, 

explaining that ówomen who veil resist easy categorization because the veil is worn for 

many different reasons: out of social or political motives, tradition, mores, and/or 

valuesô.23 The phrase óintense individualityô could equally be used to describe the female 

artists whose work is studied in this thesis. When trying to interpret the various symbolic 

meanings of veiling in their art, therefore, it is also crucial to attempt to understand the 

personal associations this may have for the artist herself, the historical and cultural 

context in which the art work was created and the diverse range of discourses within 

which it is framed.  

The various approaches to the practice of veiling in the Islamic world are covered 

in detail when discussing the socio-cultural and historical context of specific works, since 

they are also of central importance to interpreting the meanings of concealing and 

revealing the female body. As I discuss toward the beginning of this introduction, this 

 
23 Melanie Adrian, óReview of The Veil: Women Writers on Its History, Lore, and Politics, 

Jennifer Heath (ed.)ô, Contemporary Islam 5.1 (2011), 95ï96 (p. 96).  
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thesis originally arose out of my perception of the significant cultural and historical 

misunderstanding that is apparent in much contemporary discussion of the use of the veil 

in Islamic contexts. This made me see the need for detailed contextual discussion to 

clarify this issue, and therefore to allow readers to better understand the various meanings 

of the veil in the contexts considered. Methodologically, this has meant that the close 

analysis of the artworks considered is usually framed by introductory cultural, historical, 

and social contextualisation, to enhance the possibilities of interpretation open to all 

audiences of these works. In this sense, this thesis can be considered an attempt at cultural 

translation, trying to provide insight into opaque aspects of culture that would otherwise 

prevent clear understanding. Given that many of the works considered in this thesis 

appear to adopt a similar stance, speaking across cultures, and trying to mediate meanings 

in differing cultural contexts, this approach represents a form of faithfulness to the works 

being considered. 

Such a methodological approach is also shaped by the theoretical approaches 

adopted in the interpretation of the images in question. All such theoretical orientations 

make it necessary that specific analysis of images and representations be informed by 

awareness of the context in which they are produced and to which they respond, including 

aspects such colonialism, post-coloniality and neo-coloniality; patriarchy; and religious 

and political authority. Relevant detail on these and other aspects is therefore provided to 

situate the works discussed appropriately in their diverse contexts. 

1.8 The Structure of the Thesis  

The thesis is structured into seven chapters, including the introduction. 

Chapter Two: The Multiple Meanings of Veiling: This chapter explores the multiple 

meanings of the concept of veiling drawing on Massimoôs Leoneôs work on the semiotics 

of the veil as a theoretical framework through which to approach the work of female 

Muslim artists whose work is explored in this study. Given that all of these artists were 

brought up in the Islamic faith and this has played a large part in shaping their 

perspectives on representation of the female body, this chapter also examines the Islamic 

concepts of hijab (veiling), awrah and fitnah and how these are understood and articulated 

in diverse veiling practices. Examples from the work of Yemeni visual artist Boushra 

Almutawakel are discussed.  
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Chapter Three: The Veil as a Discourse of Betweenness: Focusing on the work of 

Franco-Algerian visual artist Zineb Sedira, this chapter explores how transnational artists 

who form part of the Arab diaspora use representations of the veil to reflect on their own 

personal journeys of identity but also to engage with cultural histories of resistance in 

which Muslim women have played a key role, drawing on the discourse rooted in specific 

historical moments and locations.  

Chapter Four: Re-visioning the Orientalist Gaze: Drawing on the concept of 

Orientalism, first theorised by the Palestinian-American academic Edward Said in the late 

1970s, this chapter examines how female Muslim artists have challenged viewers to look 

again at the stereotypical Orientalist framing of Muslim women in Western 

representations of the female form, particularly in paintings and photography produced 

by European males during the colonial era of the nineteenth century. It focuses in 

particular on how a specific series of stereotypes about the Orient as Other were created, 

reinforced and continue to influence how women from Islamic cultures are perceived.  

This chapter compares and contrasts work by two visual artists who use 

photography as their chosen medium of expression. In her work Lalla Essaydi (Morocco) 

foregrounds and problematises the Westôs fascination with the exoticism of the East by 

using a range of techniques to subvert these Orientalist traditions of representation that 

challenge contemporary viewers to re-read these Western constructs of Arab femininity. 

This is followed by an exploration of Shadi Ghadirianôs Qajar series (1998ï

1999), examining how she draws on nineteenth-century photographic representations of 

women produced during the Qajar monarchy to comment on female experiences in 

contemporary Iran. Like Essaydi, Ghadirian sets up a dialogue across cultures and across 

historical periods between representations of veiled females that she uses to expose the 

concept of femininity itself as a performance. 

Chapter Five: A Veil of Words, A Veil of silence: Subverting Conventions in 

Cultures of Invisibility:  Chapter Five focuses on how female visual artists with origins 

in diverse Islamic cultures make use of words and silence in their work. This chapter 

begins by establishing the significance of the calligraphic tradition in Islamic cultures 

over time. This enables us to more fully understand the ways in Essaydi and Shirin Neshat 

consciously invoke calligraphic traditions and conventions associated with Islamic art 
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and then contest them by juxtaposing text with the female body, using it to explore issues 

relating to identity and to the politics of representation. These artists use the written word 

to disrupt the regime of visuality which objectifies the female body, forcing viewers of 

their work to think again about how they (mis)read representations of women, whether 

they are literally or metaphorically veiled. The chapter concludes by examining Newsha 

Tavakolianôs art installation entitled Listen, which uses video, photographs and 

calligraphy to explore how a particular understanding of the Islamic concept of awrah 

has led to the literal silencing of Iranian female singers and the broader symbolism of this 

in relation to womenôs voice within society 

Chapter Six: A Way to Be Ourselves: Re-Fashioning Muslimah Identity: This 

chapter uses theoretical perspectives from the relatively new interdisciplinary field known 

as Fashion Studies to help to interpret a series of works by artists who make implicit and 

explicit references to the discourse of fashion in order to frame their representations of 

hijab as an assertion identity. The works discussed here by Manal Al-Dowayan, Ghada 

Amer, Mona Hatoum, and the husband and wife collaborative team of Farhad Moshiri 

and Shirin Aliabadi ask viewers to think again about the symbolism of bodily coverings, 

the visual representation of the dressed body and the multiple meanings that the act of 

covering the body may have. They show that fashion can act as a means of interrogating 

social and cultural norms and conventions in relation to gender. It can be used as a symbol 

of a collective political identity. It can speak to concerns about identifying with others 

and/or asserting oneôs own distinctiveness and difference as an individual. It can also 

serve as a potent symbol of empowerment, resistance or contestation, linking the personal 

and the political. 

Chapter Seven: Conclusion: This concluding chapter begins by outlining the key 

findings of the study in relation to the research questions and identifies the contribution 

that this research makes to the field of visual art, in particular the role that female artists 

from Islamic backgrounds can play in deepening our understanding of alternative forms 

of representing the female body in cultures of invisibility. The limitations of the study are 

then addressed, and followed by suggestions for future research in this area. 
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2 Chapter Two: The Multiple Meanings of Veiling 

2.1 Introduct ion 

The philosophy of Islam has played a central role in the culture of those Islamic and 

Islamicate countries where its adherents represent a sizeable proportion of the population 

(see Figure 1).24 

 

Figure 1: Map showing percentage of Muslim population per country (2016). Digital image, 800 

x 379 pixels, Wikimedia.org, 2018 [accessed 19 Dec. 2019]. 

As is the case with other world religions, Islam has influenced socio-cultural 

attitudes towards the body and gendered identity, and has also helped to construct 

particular ways of seeing and looking relations.25 Beyond this, it has also shaped ways of 

thinking about representation in the visual arts.  

 
24 This adjective refers to ócultural manifestations arising out an Arabic and Persian literate 

tradition which does not refer directly to the Islamic religion but to the ñsocial and cultural 

complex historically associated with Islam and the Muslims, both among Muslims themselves 

and even when found among non-Muslimsòô, The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Islamic World 

(2019) https://oxfordislamicstudies.com, citing Marshall G. S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: 

Conscience and History in a World Civilization (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 

1974), p. 59.  
25 The allusion here is to John Berger, Ways of Seeing (London: Penguin, 1972) and also Jane 

Gaines, óWhite Privilege and Looking Relations: Race and Gender in Feminist Film Theoryô, 

Screen, 29.94 (1988), 12ï27. 
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The female artists whose work is discussed in this thesis were all born and spent 

their formative years in contexts where Islamic thought and culture predominated. Some 

continue to work in their country of origin but have been exposed to Western art; others 

have freely chosen a transnational existence, moving between cultures, or have been 

forced by political or personal circumstances to adopt this way of life. It is argued in this 

thesis that all the artists whose work is discussed here have maintained a relationship with 

their Islamic cultural heritage. This may take the form of an affectionate homage to 

tradition and/or a critical reinvention of this. Sometimes this relationship is explicitly 

signalled by the artist herself, in her choice of visual styles, techniques, symbols and 

themes, or in the title of the work. At other times, it can be more accurately described as 

taking the form of what Fassih Keiso refers to as óa phantom presenceô, an underlying 

cultural memory that when recovered can add a new dimension to our interpretation of 

the work.26 Examination of this body of work can provide valuable insights into our 

understanding of how visual art that is located between cultures can be used to challenge 

cultural conventions relating to the representation of the female body and gendered 

looking relations. 

In addition to this transnational and transcultural aspect of the biographies of the 

artists being discussed, the works in question also explicitly engage with non-Muslim 

audiences. This is the case thematically, in terms of the content they engage with, and/or 

in terms of audience and reception, by being exhibited to Western audiences. A common 

consideration in this thesis is therefore how the works in question negotiate this boundary, 

between Islamic and non-Islamic contexts, and between East and West. This in turn 

persistently raises the question of the histories of these cultural relations, and how these 

histories situate contemporary individuals and artists who find themselves caught in them. 

As will be shown, the veil is a device and technique that demonstrates aspects of these 

histories ï and the way they continue to inform the present ï with great clarity.  

2.2 Massimo Leone and the Semiotics of Veiling 

It is useful here to explore Leoneôs ideas on the semiotics of veiling in a little more depth 

since many of his ideas have directly or indirectly informed my approach in this thesis to 

 
26 Fassih Keiso, The Body in Twilight: Representation of the Human Body, Sexuality and 

Struggle in Contemporary Arab Art (Saarbrücken: VDM Publishing, 2008), p. 19.  
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interpreting the visual representations of female bodies selected for discussion. In terms 

of my overarching interest in the way the veil functions as a site of cultural contestation, 

a óthird spaceô, in Bhabhaôs terms, Leoneôs own explicit identification of the veil as 

creating a form of óin-betweennessô is significant. Leone comments: 

Research on the cultural history of the veil is increasingly revealing that, beyond 

all the differences in shape, size, material, and relation to the body characterizing 

the various objects that can be ascribed to the broader semiotic category of the veil, 

its phenomenological essence probably lies exactly in its óbetweennessô, in the fact 

of being between something and something else: between the naked surface of the 

body and an external gaze, as is the case in many cultures of invisibility, but also 

between an internal gaze and the external world, as is the case in some other 

cultures of invisibility.[é] the semiotic essence of the category of the veil, that is, 

the way in which artifacts belonging to this category produce meaning, also 

depends on its óbetweennessô, on the fact of generating, by its mere presence, a 

difference, or a set of differences, between something and something else.27 

Leone makes a number of points here that can be considered of particular relevance to 

the visual representations that are studied in this thesis. The first is that the term óveilô in 

English can be used to refer to a multiplicity of items of dress, each of which has its own 

specific physical qualities: from the sheer white nylon tulle of a Western bridal veil (see 

Figure 2 top left) to the multicoloured, heavily ornamented, handcrafted Bedouin 

wedding veil (see Figure 2 top right). A veil may also conceal to very differing degrees. 

A veil made of netting may be a mere stylish addition to a hat worn by a fashion icon 

which is not intended to conceal anything (see Figure 2 bottom left). Alternatively, it may 

be a black garment trimmed with lace ï the height of fashion in its day ï that was designed 

to envelope the whole of a womanôs body with the exception of one eye (see Figure 2 

bottom right). 

 
27 Leone, p. 273.  
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Figure 2: Veils (reference information provided in footnotes to the discussions of each image 

below). 

The top left panel of Figure 2 shows an illustration from the website for a 

Sheffield-based company Curvaceous Bridal intended to help brides-to-be decide the 
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length of the veil they wish to purchase.28 Each length of veil is given its own title to 

distinguish between them. In this context, the veil can read as participating in an 

iconography of purity and chastity, other aspects of which are the white attire of the bride, 

white having connotations of purity in this context.29 óPurityô, here, effectively means 

virginity, and one can read the veil as a metaphorical representation of the hymen, as 

Leone argues:  

the veil is nothing but a sign of the hymen, that bodily veil which stands between 

the female body and the desire of men [é]. One could say that [é] the veil is a 

public sign of virginity exactly as the hymen is a private sign of it.30 

The emphasis on virginity in the bridal iconography derives from the patriarchal 

presumptions underpinning the wedding ceremony, and the roles of the participants in it. 

The bride is conceived of as an economic object: her father ógivesô her to the prospective 

husband, with the standard phrasing of the Christian ceremony still being óWho gives this 

woman to be married?ô, and the husband takes possession of her.31 The need to emphasise 

her virginity arises from this economic dimension of the role the woman plays. It is 

necessary to show that she has not been ópossessedô before, and that her husband, as the 

buyer, will have full possession of her.32 The veil in this context is bound up with 

patriarchal concerns over possession and virginity as an assurance of it.  

The top right panel of Figure 2 shows a Bedouin wedding veil (22 x 19 cm) 

traditionally worn by the women of the Harb tribe (from south-west Najd province in 

Saudi Arabia) during marriage ceremonies.33 It was one of the items featured for sale on 

the Karlsson & Wickman Gallery website, a company that specialises in the sale of tribal 

art and objects intended to be used to create óbeautiful, interesting, warm and soul-filled 

 
28 Curvaceous Bridal. óWedding Veils and Other Accessories,ô 30 November 2017 

<https://curvaceousbridal.co.uk/wedding-veils-and-other-accessories/> [accessed 9 March 

2018].  
29 See: Edwina Ehrman, The Wedding Dress: 300 Years of Bridal Fashions (London: V&A 

Publishing, 2011). 
30 Leone, p. 280.  
31 See: Vernon R. Wiehe, óñWho gives this woman to be married to this man?ò Implications of a 

Questionô, Journal of Religion & Abuse, 2.3 (2001), 81ï90. 
32 Elena G. Procario-Foley, óMarriage Ritualsô, Folklore, 114 (2004): 452 (p. 452).  
33 T.C. Corbacho, óEmbroidered Niqab with Silver Pendant Ornamentsô, Pinterest 

<https://www.pinterest.co.uk/pin/375487687672221788/?nic=1> [accessed 19 October 2019]. 
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interiorsô.34 Clearly, this veil has passed from the realm of clothing to be re-purposed as 

óethnicô art. As later discussion will show, such items of clothing in many ways contradict 

the view of the veil in the Muslim world as desubjectifying the wearer. This veil is 

elaborately decorated in semiotically significant ways, with the coins, tassels and 

embroidery all signifying forms of status and agency that work directly contrary to a 

vision of the wearer as deprived of subjectivity.  

The bottom left panel of Figure 2 is a newspaper photograph taken during Princess 

Dianaôs visit to Paris for an Armistice service in Paris. In her article on Dianaôs headgear, 

from which the image is taken, Sarah Mower emphasises that visibility was a major 

concern for female members of the British royal family when making decisions about 

what to wear.35 The veil is a hint towards the sombre nature of the occasion, a reference 

to the tradition of black mourning dress originally introduced in the UK in the Victorian 

era. In this context again, one sees the veil employed in relation to conventions 

underpinning the patriarchal social order. Widows were expected to wear veils after the 

deaths of their husbands, in a convention analogous to their wearing them on their 

wedding days.36 Specific periods of mourning were deemed appropriate, during which 

widows would need to dress according to such social conventions, and the failure to 

follow such requirements would invite social criticism for lack of modesty and correct 

reverence for the widowôs dead husband.37 Similar conventions relating to the 

performance of mourning and modesty, frequently involving the use of specific clothing 

to demonstrate this, can be seen in many cultural contexts, including the Islamicate world. 

The bottom right panel of Figure 2 is an Italian illustration of a Spanish veiled 

lady, or tapada, dating from the late sixteenth century, when veiling became a 

controversial fashion in the early modern Spanish world and elsewhere in Europe.38 As 

Bass and Wunder explain, the tapada was viewed variously as óalluring and deeply 

 
34 Karlsson & Wickman, óAbout Usô, Karlson & Wickman, 31 October 2014 

<http://www.karlssonandwickman.com/blog> [accessed 30 October 2019]. 
35 Sarah Mower, óThe Hats That Made Diana Feel Like a Princessô, Daily Mail, 17 August 2017 

<https://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-47977540/The-hats-Diana-feel-like-princess.html> 

[accessed 18 October 2019]. 
36 See: Lou Taylor, Mourning Dress: A Costume and Social History (Abingdon: Routledge, 

2009). 
37 Taylor, p. 12. 
38 óCitella Spagnuolaô (Spanish virgin). From Cesare Vecellio, De gli habiti antichi, e moderni 

di diverse parti del mondo, Venice 1590. Reproduced in Burghartz (2015). 
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unsettlingô and óseductive, mysterious, and rebelliousô.39 The combination of these 

qualities with a garment that veils the body may seem paradoxical, but in fact follows 

precisely the logic of the culture of invisibility that Leone identifies. As Leone notes, by 

rendering invisible that which would otherwise be visible, a semiotics of invisibility, 

rather than obscuring it, in fact draws attention to it more forcefully. It is this logic that 

makes the veiled woman óalluringô and órebelliousô, rather than invisible. This paradox 

will be seen in later discussions about the eroticised dimension of Orientalist 

representations of the veiled woman. Put simply, the word óveilô can summon up a wide 

range of different images since, as a form of clothing, it is órooted in specific historical 

moments and locationsô.40  

The second key point in Leoneôs argument is that beyond this material specificity, 

the veil and the concept of óveilingô can be used as a visible means of signalling the 

existence of another boundary that is all too often invisible or intangible. The veil and the 

act of veiling serve the purpose of marking a threshold, óthe fact of being between 

something and something elseô: what Homi K. Bhabha referred to as the óin-betweenô or 

the óintersticesô where domains of difference overlap and displace each other. This is also 

frequently the very space where identity is negotiated, a space Bhabha refers to as the 

óthird spaceô. It is called the óthird spaceô because it is here that the existing structures of 

semiotic opposition (subject/object, male/female, etc.) are contested through playful 

cultural negotiation. The veilôs engagement in this kind of óin-betweennessô means that 

the veil has been seen as a pivotal element of identity politics.41 It is this, perhaps more 

than any other quality of the veil and veiling, that make it so fascinating a subject for 

female artists. 

These concepts are quite vividly illustrated in the works reproduced below (Figure 

3 and Figure 4). The first, Lalla Essaydiôs photographic portrait of four Moroccan females 

from the series entitled Converging Territories, illustrates the range of transitions which 

take place between girlhood and womanhood in which veiling plays a central role in 

 
39 Laura R. Bass and Amanda Wunder, óThe Veiled Ladies of the Early Modern Spanish World: 

Seduction and Scandal in Seville, Madrid, and Limaô, Hispanic Review, 77.1 (2009), 97ï144 (p. 

97; p. 98).  
40 Lewis, óPrefaceô, in Veiling, Representation and Contemporary Art, p. 8.  
41 See: Susanna Burghartz, óCovered Women? Veiling in Early Modern Europeô, trans. by Jane 

Caplan, History Workshop Journal, 80.1 (2015), 1ï32. 
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identity construction. This photograph follows the convention of reading text and images 

from right to left in Arabophone cultures, although some others in this series do not. The 

image suggests that each transition from one stage to another in a femaleôs life is marked 

by a new form of veiling of the body, as she assumes a new social identity.  

 

Figure 3: Lalla Essaydi, Converging Territories #30, 2004. Chromogenic print mounted to 

aluminium, 84.77 x 103.35 cm., Edwynn Houk Gallery, New York, NY, USA.  

The pre-pubescent girl wears a non-gender-specific kaftan made of a light 

translucent fabric. With the transition into puberty and the physical changes that 

accompany this, a hijab is added to her outfit. This covers her hair and shoulders, and is 

now made of fabric that reveals nothing beneath its surface. When she enters the next 

stage of eligibility for marriage, the young woman signals this in the public sphere outside 

the home by wearing the haïk, a garment that erases all signs of the female body (hair, 

upper and lower body, hands and feet), together with a triangular cloth (adjar) that 

conceals the bottom two-thirds of her face. At this stage, the veiling both conceals and 

reveals but still marks a boundary. Finally, the married womanôs status is signalled by 

adopting a full-face covering outside the home. She was now moved from the status of 

unmarried daughter to wife, passing from the guardianship of one male ï her father ï to 

that of another, her husband. From now on, her body is for his eyes only. 

Essaydiôs work shows how veiling can be used to indicate a state of transition or 

of becoming, marking boundaries between the females and also marking out their 

relationship to males. In addition, it also highlights the existence of another threshold that 

must be recognised in an Islamic society such as Morocco, that between the public 
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(exterior) and private (domestic) sphere. The title óconverging territoriesô suggests spaces 

that meet and overlap, but in traditional Moroccan society the boundaries of these 

territories (masculine/feminine, public/private) remain strictly delimited, and are 

effectively inscribed on the surface of the female body. Nevertheless, as discussions in 

later chapters will show, in response to these strictly delimited polarities, the work of 

Essaydi and the other artists considered in this thesis demonstrates means of disrupting 

and subverting the objectification they imply, by operating in the óin-betweennessô that 

Bhabha identifies as central to the negotiation of cultural meaning. 

Leone also emphasises that the veilôs quality of óbetweennessô means that it 

creates óby its mere presence, a difference, or a set of differences, between something and 

something elseô.42 Burghartz has shown that this has been a persistent aspect of the 

practice of veiling, illustrating in her historical study that in Early Modern Europe the veil 

acted as a kind of screen onto which fears and fantasies about Otherness in terms of 

gender, race, and ethnicity were projected.43 Sometimes artists can use the veil as a marker 

of both difference and similarity to make a broader point about our concept of Otherness. 

In the wake of the events of 9/11, while she was studying on a scholarship at the Portfolio 

Centre in Atlanta in the United States, Yemeni visual artist Boushra Almutawakel 

produced a series of photographic portraits entitled The Hijab/Veil. At that time, veiled 

women bore much of the brunt of the wave of Islamophobia that swept America and this 

series was her reflection on the othering of a group that had previously been fully 

integrated in society.44 

One of the works in this series featured a triptych of portraits of three veiled 

women (possibly the same female in each case) (see Figure 4). Each individual is triple 

veiled with the same layers of coloured material (inner red, middle white and outer blue). 

The figures in the two outer images wear identical red veils covering the lower part of the 

face and the hair. The central figure wears a red wimple. The hands of all three women 

are pictured in poses suggesting the act of prayer, with each typifying the position most 

commonly adopted by the three Abrahamic religions: Islam (left), Christianity (centre, 

 
42 Leone, p. 273.  
43 See: Burghartz, pp. 1ï32.  
44 According to an FBI report published in 2002, hate crimes against those associated with Islam 

increased by 1,600% (OôConnor, 2016).  
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with rosary intertwined) and Judaism (right), respectively.45 The gaze of the female figure 

in each case also suggests an introspective, meditative prayerfulness. In the two outer 

portraits, the womenôs eyes are cast down or closed, while in the central portrait the 

womanôs head is turned while her eyes gaze upwards, fixed on the far distance.  

 

Figure 4: Boushra Almutawakel, Untitled, from The Hijab/Veil series, 2001. Chromogenic print, 

54 x 100 cm., private collection.  

Almutawakelôs images clearly play with both visual similarities and differences, 

reminding viewers that veiling as a practice is not unique to Muslim women and also that 

it pre-dates the advent of Islam. The first mention of veiling in Judaism is to be found in the 

Old Testament. Rebekah, who is to marry Isaac, is brought to her betrothed by a servant, and 

on seeing her husband-to-be approaching them, óshe took her veil and covered herselfô,46 

indicating that at this time, this was already an established custom signalling unmarried 

status.  

There is also evidence that the Jewish tradition of covering the hair is an ancient 

one, since elsewhere in the Old Testament there is a description of a ritual that was used 

to determine whether a woman accused of adultery was guilty or innocent. Prior to this 

ceremony, the officiating priest uncovered or unbraided the hair of the married woman 

suspected of infidelity,47 suggesting that this was seen as a humiliating act prior to 

judgement. This reference has been interpreted by some Talmudic scholars as implying 

 
45 Adherents of these monotheistic religions are referred to as ahl al-kitab (literally, óthe People 

of the Bookô) in the Quran.  
46 Genesis 24:65, https://biblehub.com/genesis/24-65.htm [accessed 20 February 2020]. 
47 Numbers 5:18, 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Numbers+5%3A18&version=KJV [accessed 

20 February 2020]. 

https://biblehub.com/genesis/24-65.htm
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Numbers+5%3A18&version=KJV
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that, based on scriptural evidence, covering the hair is a religious requirement for married 

women.48 

In contemporary times, most Orthodox Jewish women who are married cover their 

hair with a scarf, hat or wig (known as a sheitel) following rabbinic definitions of modesty 

(a concept known in Hebrew as tzniuth). Jewish women also usually cover their head 

during worship. As Salzberg notes, for women of the Jewish faith óthe decision to cover 

oneôs hair rests at the crossroads between law and custom, personal choice and 

community identificationô.49 Many of the contributors to the book Modest Fashion: 

Styling Bodies, Mediating Faith draw links between the concept of modesty and hair 

covering across all three Abrahamic faiths.50 As in the Islamic version of the custom of 

the veil explored throughout this thesis, the norms governing the codes of the employment 

of the veil are tied to womenôs identities as defined in their relation to patriarchal authority 

ï and a specific regime of sexuality this enshrines: daughter, wife, widow, adulteress, 

prostitute. The veil serves as a visible symbol of where the woman is placed within the 

system governed by this authority.  

The practice in early Christianity of veiling and covering the hair in particular was 

influenced in large part by Judaic custom, and the central figure in Almutawakelôs 

triptych offers a visual reminder of this continuity by evoking the iconography of 

representations of the Virgin Mary: the Jewish mother of the founder of Christianity. As 

Figure 5 below illustrates, representations of the Virgin Mary often show her with a veil 

covering her hair and a mantle draped over a tunic. In her article on medieval 

representations of the Virgin Mary, Annemarie Weyl Carr highlights the important role 

played by the veil in the depiction of Mary, describing this as establishing ó[a] visual 

dialectic of transformation and mystification, occlusion and desireô.51 Colours are also 

often rich and contrasting, as in Sassoferratoôs white, ultramarine and crimson, which 

 
48 Alieza Salzberg, óHair Coverings for Married Womenô, My Jewish Learning, n.d. 

<https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/hair-coverings-for-married-women/> [accessed 18 

May 2018]. 
49 Salzberg, [accessed 18 May 2018]. 
50 See: Reina Lewis, ed., Modest Fashion: Styling Bodies, Mediating Faith (London: I. B. 

Tauris, 2013). 
51 Annemarie Weyl, óThreads of Authority: The Virgin Maryôs Veil in the Middle Agesô, in 

Robes and Honor: The Medieval World of Investiture, ed. by Stewart Gordon (London: 

Palgrave, 2016), pp. 59ï93 (p. 79).  
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follow the habitual colour coding of Catholic depictions of the Virgin Mary. Alana Cordy-

Collins explains this as arising from the fact that óin Christian iconography red and blue 

are symbolic of love and truth, twin virtues of the Madonnaô, with the white of the veil 

being associated with purity.52 

 

Figure 5: Giovanni Battista Salvia da Sassoferrato, The Virgin in Prayer, 1640ï50. Oil on 

canvas, 58 x 73 cm, The National Gallery, London.  

St Paulôs Letter to the Corinthians is generally recognised as the source that 

originally codified the imposition of veiling on women in the Christian Church:  

Every man who prays or prophesies with his head covered dishonours his head. 

And every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered dishonours 

her head, for it is just as if her hair were shaved. [é] A man ought not to cover his 

head because he is the image and glory of God; but woman is the glory of man.53  

As this extract makes clear, covering the head was associated with religious piety, and 

symbolised submission to divine authority. It also visibly signalled the perceived difference 

in the status of males and females within society at that time. Paulôs explanation 

 
52 Alana Cordy-Collins, Archaism or Tradition?: The Decapitation Theme in Cupisnique and 

Moche Iconographyô, Latin American Antiquity, 3.3 (1992); 206ï220 (p. 208). For more on 

connections between representations of veiled women across cultures, see the discussion of 

Zineb Sediraôs Self-Portraits or the Virgin Mary in Chapter Three of this thesis. 
53 1 Corinthians 11:5ï7, https://biblehub.com/1_corinthians/11-5.htm [accessed 20 February 

2020]. 
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naturalises the patriarchal system that the veil inscribes, imputing ultimate metaphysical 

authority to the social power relations that the conventions of veiling demonstrate. 

While veiling as a practice was more widespread in the past, many Christian 

women from different cultural backgrounds and denominations continue to cover their 

heads or hair using caps, veils, snoods or scarves to show modesty and/or indicate their 

marital status. It is also still relatively common for Christian women attending church 

services or other religious events, or visiting sites that are considered sacred, to wear some 

form of head covering and to cover bare shoulders/décolletage. A formal ritual known as 

the taking of the veil traditionally formed part of the ceremony for those women wishing 

to enter a religious order as nuns. Like Leone, the French anthropologist Danielle Rives 

views the veil worn by nuns as an important symbol marker of an identity shaped by 

acknowledging the boundary between spaces (personal/private and sacred/secular) and 

the transition into a new life as a óbride of Christô.54 

Another French anthropologist, Christian Bromberger, has argued that the 

practice of veiling as a feature common among female adherents of the Abrahamic 

religions can be linked more broadly to the symbolic importance that these cultures have 

traditionally attributed to hair. He observes that this physical characteristic (like the 

garments that can be used to cover it) is óuniquely suited for expressing status difference, 

relations among kin, group membership, and both the submission to and refusal of predominant 

social, political and religious normsô.55 Further, he argues that ósexuality ï and more generally 

gender ï are major referents in the language of hairô.56 For this reason, the concealing or 

revealing of hair in visual representations of female bodies has frequently been used as a 

symbolic device in Christian iconography , and merits particularly close attention in works by 

artists from Islamic and Islamicate societies, as we shall see throughout this thesis, and 

particularly in the discussion of the work by the Palestinian visual artist Mona Hatoum in 

Chapter Six.57 

 
54 See: Danielle Rives, óTaking the Veil: Clothing and the Transformation of Identityô Journal 

of the Western Society for French History, 33 (2005), 465ï486. 
55 Christian Bromberger, óHair: from the West to the Middle East through the Mediterraneanô, 

Journal of American Folklore, 121.482 (2008), 379ï399 (p. 379).  
56 Bromberger, p. 381.  
57 See: Margaret R. Miles, Carnal Knowing: Female Nakedness and Religious Meaning in the 

Christian West (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2006). 
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Leone makes a further observation about the extent to which the act of veiling can 

also serve as a means of controlling and disrupting what Laura Mulvey referred to as óthe 

gazeô58 and Jane Gaines called ólooking relationsô: the act of seeing and of being seen. 

Leone argues that the veil is situated:  

between the naked surface of the body and an external gaze, as is the case in many 

cultures of invisibility, but also between an internal gaze and the external world, as 

is the case in some other cultures of invisibility.59  

The veil can be seen as acting as a form of protection from the unwanted male gaze.60 

Leone notes that one early Christian theologian, Tertullian, referred to it as óa helmet of 

the virgins and a shield against darts and temptations, armour of honesty, bastion and 

shelter of chastityô.61 At the same time, the veil is intended to mark the boundary between 

the personal space of the woman wearing it and public space, allowing her safe access to 

this. In this respect it creates óa space of transition and mediation between the private and 

the public sphereôï a third space.62 As we shall see later, many of Leoneôs observations 

here resonate with ideas voiced by Islamic theologians and Muslim feminists.  

2.2.1 Cultures of (in)visibility 

Leone also introduces in his article an extremely useful but often neglected concept for a 

thesis that focuses on visual representation of the female Muslim body: that of invisibility. 

He argues that to more fully understand Islamic visual culture and veiling we also need 

to be aware of Graeco-Latin and early Christian representational conventions, noting that: 

Even a cursory exploration of the history of the ancient Mediterranean cultures, 

indeed from Jewish to Roman visual culture, passing through Greek visual culture, 

 
58 Laura Mulvey, óVisual Pleasure and Narrative Cinemaô, The Feminism and Visual Culture 

Reader (Abingdon: Routledge, 2003), pp. 44ï53 (p. 45). 
59 Leone, p. 275.  
60 In some Arab and Berber tribal traditions, it is also believed to offer protection from the Evil 

Eye. 
61 Leone citing Tertullian, De virginibus velandis (On the Veiling of Virgins), p.52. As Leone 

explains, this was a moral treatise, written sometime during the period 213ï225 CE, that was 

addressed to a Christian sect based in the North African city of Carthage who became known as 

óTertullianistsô. When Tertullian wrote this work, all Carthaginian women over the age of 

puberty (defined as being twelve years old) wore a head covering outside the home, unless they 

were prostitutes. When attending church, married women always covered their heads, while 

girls did not, but there was a debate about whether unmarried women should also be veiled in 

church. Tertullianôs treatise was intended to clarify thinking on this issue.  
62 Leone, p. 282.  
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shows that they all consider the veil as a central semiotic device, used in order to 

articulate a complex pattern of visibility and invisibility around the presence of the 

body in the visual structure of a society.63 

 

Figure 6: Greek bronze statuette of a veiled dancer, 2ndï3rd century BCE. Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, New York, 20.5 x 8.9 x 11.4 cm., 4.1 lb.  

Two examples will suffice here to illustrate this point. During the period c.550ï

330 BCE, there was an expectation that married women in Ancient Greece would wear a 

veil to maintain their respectability, limiting exposure to the public gaze and concealing 

them from the prying eyes of male strangers.64 Classical Greek and Hellenistic statues of 

high-status women represent them with covered hair and veiled faces. The Greek 

philosopher Heraclitus (535-475 BCE) was one of the first to comment on this use of the 

veil by women as a means of symbolising social respectability. However, he is also one 

of the first to have referred to the role that the veil can play in cultures of invisibility since 

he noted that the veil can also be used for hiding from the public gaze the wearerôs true 

nature in order to produce a kind of feminine mystique and allure, commenting that 

óNature loves to hideô.65 It is the latter role that veiling appears to play in the 

representation of a female dancer presented in Figure 6. The artist represents a figure 

 
63 Leone, p. 274. Ann Chamberlin also reports evidence of artistic representations of veiled 

female figures dating from the Neolithic period (c.6300ï5700 BCE); see: Ann Chamberlain, A 

History of Womenôs Seclusion in the Middle East: The Veil in the Looking Glass (Philadelphia, 

PA: Haworth Press, 2006), pp. 27ï30.  
64 Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate (London; 

New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992), pp. 27ï8.  
65 Bruno Snell, The Discovery of the Mind in Greek Philosophy and Literature (New York: 

Dover, 1982), p. 219.  
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draped in a veil which conceals most of the dancerôs facial features other than the eyes 

but leaves the hairline visibly protruding beneath the edge of the head covering. In 

addition, while the figureôs veil covers her body, it actually serves to accentuate the 

contours of her female form. 

In the Roman Empire, married women usually covered their heads as a sign of 

their husband's authority over them, and being seen in public without a veil was 

considered to be a statement indicating withdrawal from marriage.66 In 166 BCE, the 

Consul Sulpicius Gallus divorced his wife because she went out in public unveiled, on 

the grounds that she had exposed to the general public gaze what should only be seen by 

a husband in the privacy of the domestic sphere.67 This indicates that for married women 

veiling was also interpreted as a symbol of chaste fidelity. As in the discussion of the 

meaning of the veil in the conventions of Christian marriage ceremonies above, here again 

the veil plays a role in a semiotic system linked to patriarchal power conceived of 

economically, as a husbandôs ownership of his wifeôs body that is challenged by the 

display of this body in public. The same point is made by its converse: in a number of 

cultural contexts where veiling has been common, such as ancient Rome or Renaissance 

Italy, prostitutes were explicitly allowed not to wear the veil, marking their exteriority 

from this economy.  

The association of such a conception with the concern with womenôs virginity 

was explored earlier in this chapter. In addition, the veil has also been used to demarcate 

sacred and profane spaces. Both of these concepts are combined in the Roman statue in 

Figure 7, which represents a Virgo Vestalis Maxima, or High Priestess of Vesta, the 

goddess of the domestic realm whose shrines were forbidden to males. This female is 

portrayed wearing a suffibulum. This cowl-like, shoulder-length white veil, which was 

also bordered in purple (a symbol of high status), was only worn when the priestess was 

officiating at religious rites, whether at public ceremonies or at female-only rites. Andrew 

B. Gallia has highlighted the symbolic importance of this item of clothing which has been 

interpreted as evidence of the óinterstitialityô (i.e. in-betweenness) of these females, who 

 
66 See: Judith Lynn Sebesta, óSymbolism in the Costume of the Roman Womanô, in The World 

of Roman Costume, ed. by Judith Lynn Sebesta and Larissa Bonfante (Madison: University of 

Wisconsin Press, 2001), pp. 46ï53. 
67 Sebesta, pp. 46ï53. 
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not only acted as intermediaries between the earthly and the divine in ancient Rome but 

also enjoyed a more powerful and revered status than other women at the time.68  

 

Figure 7: Roman statue of a Virgo Vestalis Maxima, 125ï150 CE. Marble. Museo Nazionale 

Romano.  

These historical examples bring to light a range of revealing aspects of the 

function of the invisibility the veil confers in the semiotic system in which it occurs. In 

Leoneôs terms, European and North American cultures can be described as predominantly 

ócultures of visibilityô, meaning that they tend to focus on observing, describing, 

analysing, and interpreting the ways in which visual culture ógives iconic presence to 

what is absentô.69 Modernity is a culture of visibility, with the metaphor of its founding 

philosophical orientation being that of óEnlightenmentô. It is light that enables visibility, 

and the epistemological ideal of the Enlightenment was to uncover the hidden and 

obscured in order to know and understand them. However, Leone maintains that there are 

other cultures, which he refers to as ócultures of invisibilityô (among which one can 

include those of the Islamic world) where visual representations ócan and must be studied 

also from the point of view of what they hide, conceal, and choose not to represent, so 

 
68 See: Andrew B. Gallia, óThe Vestal Habitô, Classical Philology, 109.3 (2014), 222ï240. 
69 Leone, p. 273.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Chief_Vestal.jpg
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giving an iconic absence to what is presentô.70 The semiotic inversion of the logic of a 

culture of visibility is clear: where a culture of visibility produces meaning by rendering 

present what is absent, a culture of invisibility does so by rendering absent what is present. 

On the basis of this argument, special attention will be paid to considering those elements 

in the representations that have been veiled (literally or metaphorically) and to the extent 

to which these female artists choose to follow or flaunt Islamic artistic conventions 

regarding (in)visibility. 

Having considered the rationale and influences that originally prompted this study 

of visual representations that engage with the theme of veiling (unveiling, de-veiling and 

re-veiling) produced by women from Islamic cultures, together with some of the general 

meanings that semioticians and anthropologists have ascribed to this practice, the 

following section focuses specifically on Islamic theological perspectives on veiling, and 

on how interpretations of a set of key scriptural texts have helped to determine attitudes 

towards the practice of covering the female body in particular ways and in certain contexts 

in the Muslim world.  

2.3 Veiling in Islam 

Islam is divided into a number of sects. The most important of these splits occurred in 

632 CE following the death of the Prophet Mohammed when major disagreements arose 

about who was best placed to assume the role of successor. This led to a split among his 

followers into Sunni and Shiôite factions, a division which continues to fuel religious and 

political tensions in the MENA region to this day.  

Within Sunni Islam, which has the largest number of adherents, the primary 

source of Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) is the Qurôan and interpretations of this text. For 

Muslims: 

each word in the Koran is believed to be an actual utterance of god. It is not only a 

source of divine revelation but also a guide to political, social and cultural matters. 

This reinforces the concept of Islam not only as a religion but also a way of life.71  

 
70 Leone, p. 273.  
71 óIslamô, World Religions in Art. The Minneapolis Institute of Art 

<http://archive.artsmia.org/world-religions/islam/islam-3.html> [accessed 12 October 2018]. 

See also: Seyyed Hossein Nasr, ed., Islamic Spirituality: Foundations (Abingdon; New York, 

NY: Routledge, 2013). 
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When Muslims feel unable to find clarity on an issue in the Qurôan itself they refer to two 

other sources. The first is hadith, a compilation of the Prophet Mohammedôs teachings, 

and although this set of texts does not hold the same sacred status as the Qurôan, it is still 

considered to be a useful guide to everyday living72 and is considered to be the second-

highest source of authority in Islam after the Qurôan.73 Finally, sunnah refers to 

established custom, conduct, normative precedents, and cumulative tradition that is 

typically based on the deeds of the Prophet Muhammad.  

Fiqh can be categorised into four main schools of thought (mathahib) known as 

Hanafi, Shafi'i, Maliki, and Hanbali. These schools of thought ascribe their independent 

reasoning to their respective founders, four Muslim jurists and theologians who lived 

during the first three centuries of Islam: Abu Hanifa An-Numan (699ï767 CE) of Kufa 

(current day Iraq), Malik ibn Anas (713ï795 CE) of Medina (current day Saudi Arabia), 

Mohammed Ibn Idris Ash-Shafiôi (769ï819 CE), also of Medina, and Ahmad ibn Hanbal 

(780ï855 CE) of Baghdad . Most of the artists whose work is discussed in this were raised 

in predominantly Sunni Islamic cultures, the main exception being those from Iran where 

Shiôa Islam is most commonly practised. 

Two key passages from the Qurôan are usually quoted in relation to the practice 

of veiling: 

tell the believing women to lower their gaze and be modest, and to display of their 

adornment only that which is apparent, and to draw their veils over their bosoms, 

and not to reveal their adornment save to their own husbands or fathers or husbands' 

fathers, or their sons or their husbands' sons, or their brothers or their brothers' sons 

or sisters' sons, or their women, or their slaves or male attendants who lack vigour, 

or children who know naught of women's nakedness. And let them not stamp their 

feet so as to reveal what they hide of their adornment.74  

 

 
72 The Minneapolis Institute of Art [accessed 12 October 2018].  
73 John L. Esposito, Islam: The Straight Path (3rd ed.) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
74 Quran, Al-Noor 24:31. Marmaduke Pickthall, The Meaning of the Glorious Quôran 

(Dorchester: Dorset Press, 1938). It should be noted that since Muslims believe the Quran is the 

word of God, as revealed in Arabic by the angel Jibril (Gabriel) to the Prophet Mohammad, 

translations of the Quran are typically seen as flawed imitations that fail to capture the complexity 

and completeness of a perfect original. Moreover, they always reflect particular interpretations 

and influences relevant to the time and culture in which they were produced. 
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O Prophet! Tell thy wives and thy daughters and the women of the believers to 

draw their cloaks close round them (when they go abroad). That will be better, that 

so they may be recognised and not annoyed. Allah is ever Forgiving, Merciful.75 

These two extracts can be said to lay the foundations for Islamic teachings regarding the 

practice of veiling of the female body. The verses from the chapter of the Qurôan referred 

to as Al-Noor (óThe Lightô) clearly recommend that some parts of the female body should 

be concealed when a woman is likely to find herself in the presence of males who cannot 

be considered maharim. As defined in this extract from the Qurôan, maharim is the term 

used to refer to male family members, males related by marriage, and other males 

considered to form part of the domestic household.76 This strongly suggests then that 

veiling is closely related to the regulation of gender relationships by segregation. It is also 

clear that concealing the body when outside the domestic domain was considered 

important for females as this was thought to be a means of preventing them from 

harassment from males when in the public sphere. There is however a degree of vagueness 

in the Arabic expression of the Qurôanic text that means it is open to multiple 

interpretations. Consequently, the four schools of Islamic thought have advocated 

conflicting viewpoints on which parts of the body must be concealed, opinions that 

according to Kimberly T. Wortmann have often been influenced by a range of historical, 

political and social concerns.77  

The only body part that is specifically named in Arabic in the Quranic verse as 

needing to be covered is juyubihinna (their bosoms).78 However, the more general term 

awrah is also used in the Qurôan in relation to both males and females. It is difficult to 

fully grasp the meaning of veiling as a practice in Islamic societies without understanding 

the key concept of awrah. Salilah Saidun defines this word as óa body part that is 

forbidden to be shown to specific individualsô, and although it is sometimes translated in 

 
75 Quran, Al-Ahzab 33:59 (Pickthall). 
76 At that time, extended households in the Arabian Peninsula would also include slaves and 

servants. See: S. Alkarbasi, óϝв нк ϞϝϯϳЮϜ сКϽЇЮϜ ЭвϝЫЮϜ  ̬ô, ϿЪϽв ИϝЛІшϜ  свыЂшϜô, Islam4u (2017) 

<https://www.islam4u.com/ar/almojib> [accessed 21 July 2017]. 
77 See: Kimberly T. Wortmann, óRe-claiming the Veil: A Historical and Literary Study of How 

Islamic Feminists Have Appropriated the Veil Symbol as a Hermeneutical Tool in the Study of 

Islamô (unpublished dissertation, Macalester University, 2008). 
78 Ibrahim B. Syed, óMisinterpretation of Qurôanic Verses on Hijabô Renaissance Monthly, 2005 

<http://www.irfi.org/articles/articles_301_350/misinterpretation_of_qur.htm> [accessed 11 

November 2018]. 
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English as óprivate partsô the much narrower meaning of this phrase (namely, genitalia) 

does not correspond with the Islamic concept, which differs depending on age and gender 

and may also vary historically and culturally.79 Saidun notes that according to fiqh, the 

concept of awrah does not apply to boys or girls under the age of seven. From ages seven 

to ten, for boys the anus and genitalia are classed as awrah; for girls, this refers to the 

trunk, arms and thighs. In adulthood, for males the awrah covers the region between navel 

and knee. However, óa womanôs awrah is the whole body except the hands and face, and 

some scholars also include the feetô.80  

Theologians and legal scholars of Islam, the majority of whom are male, agree 

that there is a requirement for women to veil but the extent to which the female body 

should be covered is subject to different interpretations.81 While most contemporary 

Islamic scholars agree on the need for Muslim woman to cover the hair and upper body 

as a divine duty (taklif), there is no agreement on the status of face and hands.82 Hanbali 

scholars maintain that a womanôs face is awrah and therefore must be veiled.83 In other 

cultures, women are expected to wear gloves, covering their hands. In some Islamic 

cultures, such as Iran post-1979, a womanôs voice is also seen as awrah due to the fact 

that it is considered to be something that can serve for the purposes of seduction.84  

The example of the female voice clearly demonstrates that the concept of awrah 

is intrinsically linked to another Islamic concept: that of fitnah. This Arabic term has 

numerous meanings: ótrial or testing, temptation; by extension, treachery, persecution, 

 
79 Saliyah Saidun, óPhotographing Human Subjects in Biomedical Disciplines: An Islamic 

Perspectiveô, Journal of Medical Ethics, 39.2 (2013), 84ï88 (p. 85).  
80 Saidun, p. 85.  
81 See: Aisha Wood Boulanouar, óThe Notion of Modesty in Muslim Womenôs Clothing: An 

Islamic Point of Viewô, New Zealand Journal of Asian Studies, 8.2 (2006), 134ï156; Sandra 

Hochel, óTo Veil or Not to Veil: Voices of Malaysian Muslim Womenô, Intercultural 

Communication Studies, 22.2 (2013), 40ï57.  
82 Jen'nan Ghazal Read and John P. Bartkowski, óTo Veil or Not to Veil? A Case Study of 

Identity Negotiation among Muslim Women in Austin, Texasô, Gender & Society, 14.3 (2000), 

395ï417 (p. 415).  
83 Islam Awareness, óRulings Regarding Wearing Hijab and Niqabô, Islamawareness.Net, 2017 

<http://www.islamawareness.net/Hijab/Niqab/rulings.html> [accessed 21 July 2017]. 
84 The issue of representing the silenced female voice is explored later in this thesis in Chapter 

Five using the work of Iranian visual artist Newsha Tavakolian. See: Center for Human Rights 

in Iran, Crushing Creativity: Iranôs Hardliners Crackdown on the Fashion Industry, 2017 

<https://www.iranhumanrights.org/2016/12/arrest-model-continues> [accessed 18 October 

2019]. 
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seduction, enchantment, or disorder resulting from these thingsô.85 As the Oxford Islamic 

Studies Online entry for fitnah notes, óA hadith states that the greatest fitnah for men is 

womenô.86 For this reason, some feminist analyses of veiling, such as those by Fatima 

Mernissi and Haideh Moghissi, have seen the veilôs function as being purely to conceal 

womenôs dangerous sexuality.87 Valerie J. Hoffman also highlights that óEthnographic 

studies from a number of different Islamic countries indicate that women are commonly 

regarded as the initiators of illicit sexual relationships, and their presence in public is 

considered a source of temptation and social discordô.88 Hoffman also notes, however, 

that the Qurôan makes it clear that óMen and women are equally accountable to God for 

their faith, actions, and moral behaviourô even if ófrom a contemporary perspective, such 

equality is not reflected in the social sphereô.89  

The contemporary Islamic scholar Khaled Al-Gindi has argued that although the 

veil is obligatory for Muslim women, no one has the right to force them to wear it, but 

that it is their own decision and the God is the judge.90 In support of this view he cites the 

Quranic verse: óthere shall be no compulsion in religion: the right way is now distinct 

from the wrong wayô.91 He emphasised that Muslims may only advise, guide and 

encourage other individuals to follow the practice of veiling; they are not allowed to 

enforce this. However, Bouachrine provides numerous examples of instances in which 

women have been threatened with harsh consequences if they refuse to wear the veil.92 

Discrepancies of this type between the spiritual aspirations of Islam and their 

realisation in the secular context of changing social, economic, and political 

circumstances have led contemporary Muslim scholars such as Asma Barlas and Amina 

 
85 Oxford Islamic Studies Online, óFitnahô, Oxford Islamic Studies Online 

<https://oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t125/e665> [accessed 17 March 2018]. 
86 Oxford Islamic Studies Online [accessed 17 March 2018]. 
87 See: Fatima Mernissi, Women and Islam: An Historical and Theological Enquiry, trans. by 

Mary Jo Lakeland (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991); Fatima Mernissi, Beyond the Veil: MaleïFemale 

Dynamics in Muslim Society (London: Al Saqi Books, 1993; Haideh Moghissi, Feminism and 

Islamic Fundamentalism: The Limits of Postmodern Analysis (London: Zed Books, 1999).  
88 Valerie J. Hoffman and Valentine M. Moghadam, óWomen and Islamô, The Oxford 

Encyclopaedia of the Islamic World (2019) <https://oxfordislamicstudies.com> [accessed 18 

October 2019]. 
89 Hoffman [accessed 18 October 2019]. 
90 Khaled Al-Gindi, óRuling on Compulsion to Wear the Hijabô, AlHayah TV Network, 3 July 

2014, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jxWurdXN1Wg> [accessed 20 February 2020]. 
91 The Quran, Al-Baqra, verse 256. 
92 Bouachrine, pp. 35ï43.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jxWurdXN1Wg
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Wadud to suggest that there is a need to distinguish between óIslam as a religion and the 

differing cultural contexts in which Islam was revealed, institutionalized, and 

practicedô.93 As the preceding discussion has shown, there is a great diversity of 

interpretation of the fine points of Islamic jurisprudence and custom, which demonstrates 

the influence of specific gender and socio-political interests in the way they are 

elaborated.  

The varying interpretations of the concept of awrah and of female dress codes in 

different Islamic cultures are brilliantly exemplified in another of Boushra Almutawakelôs 

works, entitled Mother, Daughter, Doll. As in her previous series, The Veil/Hijab, here 

the veil also creates óa set of differences, between something and something elseô, as 

Leone notes is characteristic.94 In this sense, it is useful to interpret this work in relation 

to what Anna Secor refers to as óveiling regimesô.95 While these veiling regimes vary in 

terms of their óformality, enforcement, stability, and contestationô, they are all óspatially 

realized sets of hegemonic rules and norms regarding womenôs veiling, which are 

themselves produced by specific constellations of power.ô96 Each of Almutawakelôs 

images can be said to represent a different veiling regime, ranging from modest Islamic 

fashion of headscarf worn with Western dress through to niqab and burqa. It also plays 

with notions of visibility and invisibility in relation to the female body. 

 
93 See: Asma Barlas, óBelieving Womenô in Islam: Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of the 

Qurôan (Austin, TX: University of Austin Press, 2002); Amina Wadud, Qurôan and Woman 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994); Hoffman.  
94 Leone, p. 273.  
95 Anna Secor, óThe Veil and Urban Space in Istanbul: Womenôs Dress, Mobility and Islamic 

Knowledgeô, Gender, Place, Culture 9.1 (2002), 5ï22 (p. 9). 
96 Secor, p. 8.  
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Figure 8: Boushra Almutawakel, Mother, Daughter, Doll series, 2010. Pigment print, 24 x 16 

in., Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.  

The final image in this series is perhaps the most challenging in terms of 

interpretation since in one reading, this could be viewed as simply the obvious solution 

to the óproblemô of women, namely, total elimination, as suggested by the absence of 

figures in what at first sight appears to be an empty frame. The images, read left to right 

and top to bottom, depict a steadily increasing stringency in the form of veiling 

implemented, with distinction according to age being eradicated, colours other than black 

gradually being eliminated, the style of the garments becoming increasing 
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indistinguishable (and therefore rendering the individuality of the wearer invisible), and 

more and more of the body being covered. However, when this is understood as a pictorial 

essay on veiling regimes, the final image takes on another meaning.  

Fadwa El Guindi argues that awrah forms part of a broader set of ideas within 

Islam that are related to the concepts of veiling, gender segregation and seclusion.97 Reina 

Lewis makes this link explicit: óHarem seclusion and the veil serve to keep men and 

women separated to protect the community from the chaos of fitna or uncontrolled sexual 

energy [é] which some hold would follow from inappropriate sexual contactô.98 Closer 

examination shows that image is that of a black backdrop draped over the piece of 

furniture upon which the mother, girl and doll were seating. This fabric acts as a curtain 

or screen which prevents the viewer from seeing anything or, more accurately, anyone 

that lies beyond it. This is another regime of veiling, evoking not only the seclusion of 

the harem but also the Quranic origin of the concept of hijab. 

The title of the work draws attention to the significance of the doll in its 

composition. As Freud argues in his essay on the uncanny, the doll, like the automaton, 

is a site of the uncanny.99 The doll figures a blurring of the boundaries of animate and 

inanimate, living and dead. When one considers this in connection with the heavily 

gendered role of dolls, as a toy specifically for girls, the coercive effects of the framing 

of femininity in such a regime become apparent.100 The use of the term ódollô as a 

sexualised epithet for a woman underscores this connection.101 The doll functions as both 

tool and model for the female child to accustom herself to her limited subjectivity ï to 

her curtailed subjectivity. The series ómother, daughter, dollô therefore describes a 

continuity in this acquiescence to an imposed identity, whereby the figures represented 

embody various stages in the female role in a patriarchal dispensation.     

 
97 El Guindi, Veil: Modesty, Privacy and Resistance, pp. 140ï3.  
98 Reina Lewis, Muslim Fashion: Contemporary Style Cultures (Durham, N.C.: Duke 

University Press, 2015), p. 60.  
99 Sigmund Freud, The Uncanny, trans. by David McLintock (London: Penguin, 2003). I also 

discuss the uncanny in connection with Mona Hatoumôs work later in this thesis (Chapter 6). 
100 Leon Hoffman, óFreud and Feminine Subjectivityô, Journal of the American Psychoanalytic 

Association 44 (1996): 23ï44. 
101 Feona Attwood, óSluts and Riot Grrrls: Female Identity and Sexual Agencyô, Journal of 

Gender Studies 16.3 (2007): 233ï247. 
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Consideration of these implications of the symbol of the doll for a reading of the 

image disrupts too easy an assumption that the development charted represents a 

degeneration from relative freedom to increasing erasure. Instead, the steady elision of 

the female figures effected by the increasingly complete veiling makes visible a 

desubjectification that is implicitly present from the very beginning. As the figure of the 

doll implies, the figures of ómotherô and ódaughterô are object placeholders in a patriarchal 

economic scheme. Such functions occlude full subjectivity. The increasingly stringent 

veiling to which the sitting figures are subjected makes this visible, but the figure of the 

doll makes clear that this is a valence that is present throughout, by virtue of the 

positioning of the figures depicted. In this respect, Mother, Daughter, Doll problematises 

too easy a dichotomy of West and East. The semiotics of patriarchal domination common 

in the East may strike Western viewers with marked force, for a range of reasons, 

including lack of familiarity, orientalist attitudes, and others. Nevertheless, the logic of 

their application demonstrates clear continuities between Eastern and Western forms.102  

Although the term óhijabô is now frequently used in popular discourse in Western 

countries to refer specifically to a head scarf or headdress worn by Muslim women, it has 

a much broader meaning in the Arabic text of the Qurôan,103 In its original context, this 

extract from the Qurôan was addressed to Mohammadôs followers, entreating them not to 

enter the Prophetôs house and outstay their welcome. However, this passage has been 

extended by analogy to support the view in some cultures of enforced seclusion of females 

and as a result their exclusion from the public sphere: 

O ye who believe! Enter not the dwellings of the Prophet for a meal without waiting 

for the proper time unless permission be granted you. But if ye are invited, enter, 

and, when your meal is ended, then disperse. Linger not for conversation. Lo! That 

would cause annoyance to the Prophet, and he would be shy of (asking) you (to 

go); but Allah is not shy of the truth. And when ye ask of them (the wives of the 

Prophet) anything, ask it of them from behind a curtain [hijab]. That is purer for 

your hearts and for their hearts...104 

 
102 This kind of deconstruction is also apparent in Farhad Moshiri and Shirin Aliabadiôs My Black 

Dress, discussed in Chapter 6. 
103 Al -Rassi, Majed S, A Brief Insight into the Beautiful Teachings of Islam, Islam House, 2013. 

<https://d1.islamhouse.com/data/en/ih_books/single2/en_The_Beautiful_Teachings_of_Islam.p

df> [accessed 21 July 2017]. 
104 Quran, 33:53, Pickthall, p. 54.  
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Fatima Mernissi identifies three interrelated dimensions of meaning that are 

expressed by the term hijab or hajaba.  

The first dimension is a visual one: to hide something from sight. The root of the 

verb hajaba means óto hideô. The second dimension is spatial: to separate, to mark 

a border, to establish a threshold. And finally, the third dimension is ethical: it 

belongs to the realm of the forbidden. So we have not just tangible categories that 

exist in the reality of the senses ï the visual, the spatial ï but also an abstract reality 

in the realm of ideas. A space hidden by a hijab is a forbidden space.105 

These dimensions of meaning that make up the Islamic concept of veiling highlighted by 

Mernissi are closely linked to Leoneôs own semiotic analysis of veiling, emphasising as 

they do (in)visibility, betweenness and an element of taboo: that which should not be 

gazed at. It is argued in this thesis that these are recurrent themes explored by the female 

artists whose work is discussed here and that such themes are of particular relevance in 

Islamic and Islamicate societies which can be considered cultures of invisibility. 

This chapter has provided an introduction to the meanings and reasons for veiling 

in various cultures throughout history, as well as in Islamicate cultures specifically. As 

has been shown, female veiling has consistently been linked to questions of social order 

and the individualôs appropriate place within this. The veil has consistently played a role 

in the policing of gender difference and potentially socially disruptive sexuality. In this 

sense, it is easy to see conventions of veiling as playing a repressive role, denying women 

full individuality and subjecting their self-expression to the dictates of the society in 

question, as appears to be implied in Boushra Almutawakelôs Mother, Daughter, Doll 

series, discussed earlier in this chapter. 

However, as the following chapter will show, this view needs to be complicated 

and nuanced. Such a view ï that the invisibility the veil accords necessarily and simply 

means the erasure of the individual ï reveals a set of assumptions that arise from the 

perspective of a culture of visibility, as Leone defines it, in which presence and visibility 

are the basis of meaning and significance. In the Islamicate cultures from which the artists 

considered in this thesis originate, however, invisibility plays a powerful semiotic role, 

where absence and invisibility themselves signify forcefully. One needs only to consider 

 
105 Mernissi, Women and Islam, p. 93.  
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the proscription on mimetic representation in Islam (discussed in more detail later in this 

thesis) to get a sense of this. It is therefore important to remain aware of this dimension 

of the cultural context in question when considering the representation of the veil in the 

works considered in this thesis.  

Stated broadly, in the works I consider in this thesis, I consistently find a tendency 

on the part of the artists to subvert or deconstruct the kinds of binary oppositions that are 

required to construct the veil as unequivocally either good or bad, as either safeguarding 

Muslim female identity or erasing it. In this way, they show the simplification brought 

about by many constructions of the veil ï and by extension, of female Muslim identity ï 

in both contemporary discourse and those discourses that have shaped it historically. An 

important way in which these works do this is by subverting the either/or with a óthird 

spaceô, to use Bhabhaôs terminology, that offers a space in which the borders of the rigid 

oppositions around which the discursive identities are framed can be contested and 

negotiated.  

To begin to explore the role and nature of this third space of the veil, in the following 

chapter I explore the concept of óbetweennessô by focusing on the work of Franco-

Algerian visual artist Zineb Sedira, who uses representations of the veil to reflect on her 

own personal journey of identity, as well as to critique assumptions about cultural 

differences that inform a great deal of the current discursive structuring of the encounter 

between Islam and the West. I also engage with cultural histories of resistance in which 

Muslim women have played a key role, and draw on the discourse rooted in specific 

historical moments and locations.  
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3 Chapter Three: The Veil as a Discourse of Betweenness 

3.1 Introduction  

The veil interposes a screen or layer between two realms demarcated by its presence: 

public and private, inside and outside. The text from the Quran traditionally taken as the 

basis for the practice of veiling in Muslim culture makes this clear, as discussed in the 

prior chapter. There, the veil in question was used to separate the private life of the 

Prophet Muhammad from the public, with an enjoinder to his followers to respect this 

distinction. This logic persists in the traditional spatial organisation of Muslim living 

quarters, with areas denoted óharamô, or taboo, to the gaze of outsiders. It is this logic 

that is perverted in the Orientalist fantasy of the harem as a space of licentious wish-

fulfil ment, as I discuss in Chapter Four; and that is at play in the place of the veil in the 

contemporary politics of attire and self-expression in the context of Western secularity 

and the threats to it.  

 Perhaps inevitably, to establish a boundary is to assume the responsibility for 

enforcing it. Demarcating an inside as opposed to an outside implies the assumption of 

the power necessary to keep the two separate. One can see the fraught politics of the veil 

as arising in large part from this ï both within MENA cultures, and in the encounters of 

MENA cultures with the West. The crux of such discussions frequently hinges on 

authority: Who has the right to determine how much of an individualôs body they display? 

Do individuals have the right to willingly submit to an authority perceived by some to be 

illegitimate? Who gets to determine what is public and what is private?  

 Demarcation and the way it is bound up with authority also give rise to extensive 

paradox in such considerations. Prominent instances of the secular Westôs rejection of the 

Muslim practice of veiling are grounded in the argument that it enforces an unacceptable 

form of patriarchal domination. In these instances, it is specifically Muslim veiling that 

is at issue. As Massimo Leone has shown, veiling has always been common in almost all 

Mediterranean cultures, and continues to be so in Christian, Judaic, and Muslim cultures 

from the region. The specific cultural and political contestation over the veil arises from 

its being taken as a sign of the inherent repressiveness and intolerance of Islam, framed 

as the tolerant, liberal Westôs cultural other. But to enforce secular liberalness on those 

who perversely insist on adhering to traditions that differ from it, it becomes necessary to 
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police womenôs bodies and the ways they choose to adorn them. In France, for example, 

such a rigid commitment to secular values led to the banning of the wearing of the veil in 

schools and other public spaces, and an attempted ban on the burkini on public beaches, 

given the way it outraged the nationôs deeply help beliefs (as is discussed in more detail 

later in this chapter). It is perhaps not surprising that such paradoxes should find among 

their clearest expression in the republic where the ideals of the Enlightenment gave birth 

to the first reign of organised political terror ï or indeed, where the ideals of liberty, 

equality and fraternity could co-exist with extensive colonial exploitation. 

 I will demonstrate throughout this thesis that such paradoxes arise frequently 

when the veil is thematised, or made the subject of critical enquiry. They arise from the 

discursive imposition of inflexible oppositions. As mentioned above, the paradigmatic 

function of veiling as establishing an inside and an outside is central to this, and it gives 

rise to associated dichotomies such as modern/traditional, subjectivity/objectification, 

and so on. Imposed on a fluid, continuously contested and negotiated reality, such 

absolute oppositions attempt to subordinate a complex cultural and social field to a pre-

established discursive scheme. As will be demonstrated throughout this thesis, 

interpretations of the veil by those placed on the outside of the division it demarcates 

frequently exhibit such discursive reduction. 

 It is possible to read this recourse to discursive domination as arising from the 

dichotomy the veil perhaps most explicitly relies on for whatever effects it is able to 

inscribe in the social and cultural space, that of visibility and invisibility. As Massimo 

Leone has shown, visual cultures can be based on what might be called two varying orders 

of knowledge, or logics of representation. The order of visibility, as would be inferred, 

prizes the visible: the explicit, the traceable, the tangible. It assumes that what is most 

important in a representational culture is what is make present and visible. Meaning, in 

this order, is what can be seen. In contrast to this, however, Leone also identifies a way 

in which an order of invisibility continues to function to organise perceptions and inform 

experience. That is, it is not just that which is made explicit ï which is made visible ï that 

signifies, but also that which is specifically veiled from view. Invisibility has its own 

semiotics, which shape the cultural space no less than those of visibility. Leone considers 

veiling to be a paradigmatic instance of the deployment of such semiotic resources for 
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specific social, cultural and political ends, and one which demonstrates the divergence 

between cultures of visibility and invisibility especially clearly.  

The contrast between cultures of visibility and invisibility as manifested in 

contemporary understandings of the veil map on to a related set of dichotomies whereby 

the contrast between Islam and the West is framed, such as modernity and tradition, 

freedom and constraint, progress and regression.106 The veil conceived as óan item of the 

dressing code of Islamic womenô 

has been recently chosen by contemporary mediatic discourse as the symbol, or 

even as the embodiment, of a supposed óconflict of civilisationsô, dividing 

Christianity and Islam, but also a lay and a religious imagination of the social order. 

Nevertheless, the way in which the issue of the Islamic veil has been approached 

by non-Islamic media commentators has been often tainted with the [é] bias 

[thaté] visibility and representation have been commonly judged a priori as 

ethically superior to invisibility and lack of representation; the veil has therefore 

become a symbol of backwardness, opposed to a non-Islamic idea of social 

progress.107 

The ascription of ethical inferiority is thus based on precisely the sort of paternalistic 

imposition that is characterised as the primary ethical failing (a lack of respect for the 

freedom of the individual), due to a failure to fully understand oneôs own situation with 

respect to the series of dichotomies on the basis of which the cultural contrasts are 

organised. 

 The images discussed in this thesis show, in contrast, that it is entirely plausible 

to read such responses to the veil as driven by a sense of cultural affront. Responses from 

the colonial nineteenth century to the present exhibit outrage at the frustration of 

unquestioned assumptions about the superiority of cultures of visibility ï and indeed at 

the frustration of the paternalistic, patriarchal gaze that justifies itself on the grounds of 

such ethical superiority. From this perspective, veiling can be seen to be deployed in 

 
106 Massimo Leone, óCultures of Invisibility: The Semiotics of the Veil in Ancient Judaismô, 

in TransmodernityïManaging Global Communication. Proceeding of the II Congress of the 

Romanian Association for Semiotics (Vol. 1) (Bacau: Alma Mater Publications, 2009), pp. 189ï

201. 
107 Leone (2014), p. 273.  
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contemporary visual art by female artists from the MENA region in a range of ways that 

challenge, subvert and parody such assumptions. 

 As this indicates, those on the other side of the demarcation drawn by the veil 

have a different perspective on it. It is possible to read the veil as subverting such rigid 

dichotomies, and in this way as opening up a space in which the discursive constraints 

imposed on individuals by prevailing epistemes can be contested and undone. All of the 

artists discussed in this thesis use the veil and the practice of veiling, demonstrated in a 

variety of forms and approaches, to subvert the terms of the discourses in which the veil, 

and Arab and Muslim female subjectivity, have been framed. The discussions of their 

work show how the veil comes to stand for a range of strategies and perspectives whereby 

agency and independence are asserted in the face of forces seeking to circumscribe them. 

The veil can thus be seen to be a strategy that disrupts the efforts of the discursive frame 

to reduce the other to an addendum to the self, and which shows how such efforts imply 

a blindness to the ambiguities and interactions of their own terms.  

 There is in this sense much in common between the strategies adopted by most of 

the artists considered in this thesis and Jacques Derridaôs idea of deconstruction. The idea 

is based on Saussureôs insight that semiotic systems are based on difference, and that this 

makes them inherently unstable. 108 That is, any term in a semiotic system means what it 

does only in opposition to other terms, and its meaning is therefore predicated on such 

oppositions. As such oppositions can and do always shift, the constellation of meanings 

will similarly reorganise itself along new and different orientations. Derridaôs technique 

of deconstruction works on the basis of identifying the organising oppositions that 

structure a discourse, and demonstrating that they are based on unstable systems of 

difference that undermine the discursive model. Deconstruction therefore focuses on the 

terms and ideas that demarcate oppositions in the discourse in order to disrupt them. As 

with the veil, the things that establish the demarcation between oppositions therefore 

become of great significance.109 This thesis will frequently return to the idea of 

deconstruction in exploring the way the artists in question make use of the veil in their 

work. 

 
108 Ferdinand De Saussure, Course in General Linguistics (New York, NY: Columbia 

University Press, 2011). 
109 Jacques Derrida. Of Grammatology (Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University Press, 2016). 
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The effects of such uses of the veil can be well conceptualised through the notion of in-

betweenness proposed by Homi K. Bhabha. In a way that develops conceptually out of 

Derridaôs work, Bhabha argues that the space of culture is itself located in the space 

óbetweenô the oppositions around which a given discursive construct is organised.110 

Bhabha conceives of a space between any such pair of oppositions as the space in which 

subjectivity is expressed and intersubjective relations mediated. Culture, in this sense, is 

a playful engagement with pre-established terms to test their limits and weaknesses, to 

push against imposed discursive frames in order to better accommodate them to the self, 

and to create new modes and models of agency and relation. As the preceding discussion 

has shown, the veil itself can be seen as a semiotic strategy for achieving such ends. By 

exploring the veilôs significance in their work, the artists considered in this thesis both 

thematise this, and also deconstruct a range of discursive concerns centring on the veil 

and its place in culture. In my consideration of this work, I will therefore similarly 

frequently return to Bhabhaôs idea of óin-betweennessô to clarify my understanding of the 

role the veil plays in the works considered. 

The playful, disruptive nature of engagements in such in-between spaces is an 

aspect of Bhabhaôs idea that the works considered demonstrate over and over again. As 

the following chapters will show, a consistent and prominent aspect of the works explored 

is the humour of their responses to the discourses they engage with. This ranges from 

playful parody to bitter satire, but in all instances of such humour it exhibits a subversion 

of specific frames of discourse that would seek to constrain the agency and freedom of 

the subjects in question and limit the extent to which they can express it. This is therefore 

an aspect of the works that is closely connected to their engagements with in-betweenness 

and their deconstruction of imposed discursive schemes, and one which I will similarly 

return to frequently in the following discussions. 

 
110 Bhabha himself notes the continuities, as have a number of other scholars (Philip Leonard 

Nationality between Poststructuralism and Postcolonial Theory (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2005); Michael Syrotinski, Deconstruction and the Postcolonial: At the Limits of Theory (Vol. 2) 

(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2007)). They also, however, emphasise the way that 

Bhabhaôs adoption of these ideas gives them a post-colonial political dimension that is missing in 

Derridaôs treatment. See: Homi K. Bhabha, óThe Other Question: Difference, Discrimination and 

the Discourse of Colonialismô, in Literature, Politics & Theory, ed. by Francis Barker, Peter 

Hulme, Margaret Iversen and Diana Loxley (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013), pp. 168ï192. 
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In this chapter, I explore the concept of betweenness in some works by female 

artists from the MENA region, with a specific focus on the way they engage with the 

spaces between different cultures, and the in-betweenness that is instantiated by the 

visibility/ invisibility of  the veil. As the discussion will show, a closer examination of the 

way such in-betweenness is adopted and exploited by such artists highlights the reductive 

nature of many common assumptions about women who wear the veil, and the placing of 

them in specific categories. Many female artists with strong connections to the MENA 

region represent the veil through their work in different ways and forms to challenge the 

traditional views of interpreting the veil. Focusing on the work of Franco-Algerian visual 

artist Zineb Sedira, this chapter explores how transnational artists who form part of the 

Arab diaspora use representations of the veil to reflect on their own personal journeys of 

identity but also to engage with cultural histories of resistance in which Muslim women 

have played a key role. The chapter discusses Sediraôs work Self-Portraits or the Virgin 

Mary in the context of contemporary socio-political semiotics of the veil. In order to do 

so, it first provides a brief sociological and historical overview of the use of the veil, from 

antiquity to the present. This helps demonstrate the limitations of the framing of the veil 

in contemporary discourse, and provides a helpful basis for understanding the works 

considered in this thesis, which all critique this, in various ways. I then provide a brief 

biographical background to Sediraôs work to contextualise its geopolitical coordinates 

and focuses. A discussion of the specific incident to which Self-Portraits or the Virgin 

Mary was responding ï which had to do with the banning of the use of the veil in public 

spaces in France ï and the discourse surrounding it then establishes a frame of reference 

for a more extended discussion of the work in question. 

3.2 Zineb Sedira, Self-Portraits or the Virgin Mary  

Figure 9 below is of Sediraôs Self-Portraits or the Virgin Mary, while Figure 10 

immediately after provides an example of an iconographically typical depiction of the 

Virgin Mary. As can be seen from this comparison, the long flowing mantle or 

maphorion111 covering the figures in Sediraôs work, the demure pose and otherworldly 

lighting clearly evoke the iconography of popular representations of the Virgin Mary 

 
111 Traditionally, the Virgin Mary is represented wearing a cloth that covers her head and 

shoulders. This can be traced to relics allegedly found by a great Marian devotee, the Empress 

Pulcheria (c.450 CE), and later displayed in Constantinople (Carr, p. 61). 
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rendered in white marble (Figure 10). Equally, they bring to mind the images of women 

in traditional dress from North African countries, often captured in tourist photographs as 

indistinct veiled figures that are present and yet absent. Only in the two outer panels of 

the triptych is the viewer actually permitted a glimpse of any part of a human body, and 

then only the slightest hint of eyes and facial features is visible. By choosing to 

photograph herself in this pose against this white backdrop, devoid of any tell-tale details 

that could potentially give these figures an identity outside the imageôs title, the artist 

challenges viewers to form their own impression concerning the identity of these figures, 

who they might be or what they may represent. In this respect, the white veil becomes a 

blank canvas, inviting speculation while simultaneously resisting a fixed interpretation. 

The reference to the Virgin Mary in the title of Sediraôs piece also reminds the 

viewer that despite more recent controversies in various European countries surrounding 

the wearing of items of apparel such as hijab, niqab or the burqa, the tradition of veiling 

has a long history and has associations with many different cultures and religions. 

Literature from the Byzantine period suggests that by that stage there were strict rules regarding 

veiling practices for females, which may have been influenced by Persian traditions. Equally, 

there is evidence that not all women chose to adhere to these rules.112 

 

Figure 9: Zineb Sedira, Self-Portraits or the Virgin Mary, from the Self-Portraits series, 2000. 

C-type photograph, triptych, each panel 182.9 x 101.6 cm., private collection.  

 
112 Ahmed, pp. 26ï28. 
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Figure 10: Statue of the Virgin Mary near La Lomita Chapel, Mission, TX, USA. Marble.  

 While this practice was more widespread in the past, some Christian women 

continue to cover their heads to show modesty or to indicate their marital status, as 

discussed above. In Spain and Italy, for example, it was still common for Catholic women 

to wear veils until the 1970s. In the southern regions of Italy, women tended to cover their 

heads in order to demonstrate both their piety and their modesty. A cuffia (cap) was worn 

with a fazzoletto (a long rectangular head scarf that could be worn and tied in different 

ways), sometimes covering all of the face apart from the eyes.113 Many Christian women 

from different cultural backgrounds and denominations still maintain the tradition of 

covering their head when attending church services or other religious events, or when 

visiting sites that are considered sacred. There were times when the veil or head covering 

indicated the marital status of a woman. Unmarried women did not cover their hair. 

Ahmed suggests that it was not common for Arabs to wear a veil before the rise 

of Islam and that this practice was adopted from the practices of the monotheistic religions 

practised in the Byzantine and Sassanian empires in the early days of Muslim conquests, 

to express conformity with the Qur'anic ideals of piety and modesty.114 This practice then 

 
113 Perry Willson, Women in Twentieth-Century Italy (London: Macmillan International Higher 

Education, 2009), p. 5.  
114 Ahmed, p. 36.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sassanian
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became more widespread among higher ranking Arab women, until eventually the 

majority of Muslim women living in Middle Eastern cities wore some form of veil as part 

of their everyday dress. In the seventeenth century under Ottoman rule, veiling was 

viewed as a symbol of status and lifestyle and became part of a dress code designed to 

signal the wearerôs origins and occupation.115 In rural areas, it was less common for 

women to wear a veil because it was impractical, hindering their work in agriculture.116 

However, a head covering was often used in the West by women at work as it protected 

their hair. According to the specificity of historical contexts as explored by Jonathan M. 

Bloom and Sheila S. Blair, only those who were rich, and did not work, were able to keep 

their hair uncovered. Thus, when a married woman wore a veil this ósilently announced 

that her husband was rich enough to keep her idleô.117 In the nineteenth century it was still 

customary for upper-class urban Egyptian women (both Christian and Muslim) to cover 

their head, mouth and lower nose with a headscarf and burqa and up to the 1950s it was 

still common for women from rural areas in the Maghreb and Egypt to cover their faces 

with a veil when visiting urban areas óas a sign of civilization.ô118 The various approaches 

to veiling in the Islamic world and the scriptural origins of this religious tradition are 

covered in greater detail in the prior chapter, since they are of central importance to an 

understanding of the work by women from Islamic cultures explored in this thesis. 

The practice of women veiling or covering the head or hair is also widespread in 

Asian and African cultures for a wide range of reasons. In India, the earliest records of 

the use of the ghoonghat (a thin veil draped over the entire head) by married Hindu 

women dates back to the fifth century BCE.119 However, this custom was variously 

opposed by Buddhists in the third century CE and by Sikhs such as Guru Amar Das in 

the medieval period, and throughout the centuries by many women who spoke out against 

 
115 Fadwa El Guindi and Sherifa Zahur, óHijabô, in The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Islamic 

World (2019) <https://oxfordislamicstudies.com> [accessed 19 October 2019].  
116 John L. Esposito, Islam: The Straight Path (3rd ed.) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1998), p. 99.  
117 Jonathan M. Bloom and Sheila S. Blair, Islam: A Thousand Years of Faith and Power (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), p. 47.  
118 Sara Silverstri, óComparing Burqa Debates in Europeô, in Religion in Public Spaces: a 

European Perspective, ed. by Silvio Ferrari and Sabrina Pastorelli (London; New York, NY: 

Routledge, 2016), p. 276.  
119 See: Laurie Patton, ed., Jewels of Authority: Women and Textual Tradition in Hindu India 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp. 71. 
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this practice on the grounds that it led to their seclusion from society. As a result, the 

popularity of this custom has waned over the course of the centuries.120  

 

Figure 11: Indian women wearing the ghoongat. Goshaenur, 2011, 

http://goshaenur.blogspot.com/2011/03/veil-as-ghunghat-purdah-hindu-muslim.html [accessed 

20 February 2020]. 

Traditionally, in tribal society, African women wore various types of head 

covering as a protection against evil spirits.121 However, during the period when the 

Atlantic slave trade was widespread, female African slaves forced to work as labourers 

in the USA were obliged to wear a headscarf to prevent the spread of head lice, and to 

protect their hair from the often dirty environments in which they worked.122 The 

headscarf became a symbol of their oppression and poverty, its use even being enforced 

by legislation. However, African women later re-appropriated the headscarf to express 

both their communal and personal identity, transforming these head wraps from a source 

of embarrassment into an empowering accessory, by tying them in individual, intricate 

 
120 Emma Tarlo, Clothing Matters: Dress and Identity in India (Chicago, IL: University of 

Chicago Press, 1996), p. 78.  
121 Gaius Anonaba Umahi, óCultural and Spiritual Implications of Head Covering among the 

Igbo Christians of southeastern Nigeriaô, Asia-Africa Journal of Mission and Ministry, 5 (2012), 

3ï18 (p. 6).  
122 Thirteen, óThe Clothes Makes the Man, the Woman and the Slaveô, Thirteen.org 

<https://www.thirteen.org/wnet/slavery/experience/gender/feature6.html> [accessed 9 March 

2018]. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Veil_Ghoonghat.jpg
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styles, a practice that continues to be extremely popular in West Africa where they are a 

highly prized fashion accessory.  

 

Figure 12: African head wrap. Reproduced in Nleweoha. 

Numerous case studies from different historical eras and cultures show that the 

practice of veiling or covering specific parts of the female body has assumed an incredibly 

diverse range of meanings for different communities at different times. As Burghartz 

notes, in this sense the veil can be seen as a pivotal element of identity politics.123 It can 

also act as a kind of screen onto which fears and fantasies about Otherness in terms of 

gender, race, and ethnicity can be projected. This is a topic that will be engaged with 

throughout this thesis, with specific focus on it in Chapter Four.  

In order to interpret the complex multiple layers of meanings represented by the 

image of the veiled woman in Sediraôs óSelf-Portrait or the Virgin Maryô, already hinted 

at by the unusual double title, it is useful to consider the artistôs biography and the socio-

cultural and historical contexts which have shaped her artwork and with which she 

chooses to actively engage, beginning by considering relevant elements of Sediraôs 

biography.  

 
123 Burghartz, 1. 
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3.3 The Artistôs Biography 

Zineb Sedira was born in Paris to Algerian parents in 1963. This was one year after this 

North African country finally gained independence from French colonial rule, following 

a bitterly fought campaign of resistance and armed conflict (1954ï1962) which also 

developed into a civil war amongst the different communities there and impacted on 

Algerians living in France as well. The impact that this event had on Algerians remains a 

thread running through much of her work, and in a statement on her own website Sedira 

states that ópreserving and transmitting memories of the past in order to leave a legacy for 

the futureô lies at the core of her art.124  

Sedira was raised as a Muslim and educated in France, later moving to the UK 

where she currently resides. However, she divides her working life across the three 

countries that continue to influence her artistic practices: the UK, Algeria, and France. 

She received a BA in Critical Fine Art Practice from Central Saint Martinôs School of 

Art, London, in 1995, where she was introduced to both feminist and post-colonial 

theories.125 She then went on to pursue postgraduate studies, gaining an MFA in Media 

from the Slade School of Art, London, two years later. She has also conducted research 

on photography at the Royal College of Art, London.  

Her early work was clearly marked by an interest in representing people and was 

often overtly autobiographical, focusing on her own immediate family. For example, her 

three-channel video entitled Mother Tongue (2002) features the artist herself, her 

daughter and her mother. In the video triptych, all three women discuss childhood, 

expressing themselves in their respective native languages ï Sedira uses French, her 

mother Arabic, and the artistôs daughter English. While the artist is able to communicate 

with both her mother and her own daughter, grandmother and granddaughter are unable 

to bridge the communication gap across the generations since they do not have any 

language in common. The video also explored the gender roles of Arab women in society, 

particularly how traditional values are passed on from mother to daughter.126  

 
124 Zineb Sedira <www.zinebsedira.com> [accessed 14 October 2019].  
125 Joseph McGonagle and Zineb Sedira, óTranslating Differences: An Interview with Zineb 

Sediraô, Signs, 31.30 (2006), 617ï628 (p. 623).  
126 Sedira [accessed 14 October 2019].  
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Figure 13: Zineb Sedira, Mother Tongue, 2002. Triptych I. C-print mounted on aluminium, 100 

x 120 cm., private collection. Reproduced in Milliard (n.d.). 

 The artistôs multiple identities as a Franco-Algerian Muslim woman living in 

England continue to inform her work, which usually takes the form of photographs and 

video installations, although more recently she has begun to experiment with made 

objects.127 In the early 2000s, Sedira made the decision to return to her parentsô homeland, 

órediscovering Algeria after twelve years of exileô, and this prompted her decision to shift 

her lens away from a focus on herself towards óa more general landscape of 

displacementô.128 Her 2006 video project entitled Saphir, exhibited at the Photographersô 

Gallery in London, featured images of the sea, harbours, and cargo ships, marking a 

departure from her earlier images that often centred on the domestic space.129 Sediraôs 

fourteen-screen video installation Floating Coffins (2009) (and its photographic 

complement, The Death of a Journey) capture the rusting ships and abandoned tankers 

that crowd the Mauritanian coast. Since then the artistôs visual repertoire has frequently 

included representations of the means by which people and objects move from one place 

to another. In an interview, she acknowledged that these metaphorical displacements were 

also partially influenced by the real annual summer journey by sea from France to North 

Africa via Marseille made by thousands of families of Algerian origin to maintain links 

 
127 Sedira [accessed 14 October 2019]. 
128 McGonagle and Sedira, p. 623.  
129 Zineb Sedira, https://www.zinebsedira.com/saphir-2006/ [accessed 20 February 2020]. 

https://www.zinebsedira.com/saphir-2006/
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with relatives and friends there, and her own familyôs emigration from their homeland to 

a new life in France.130 

 

Figure 14 : Still from Zenab Sedira, Saphir, 2006. Film installation, funded and commissioned 

by the Photographerôs Gallery, London.  

 

Figure 15: Still from Zineb Sedira, Floating Coffins, 2009. Film installation, New Art 

Exchange, UK, 7 Februaryï19 April 2009.  

The fact that Sedira draws on her own experience of cross-cultural identity and its 

day-to-day implications for the individual means that her work maintains an 

autobiographical element, but she uses this to explore and interrogate broader 

 
130 McGonagle and Sedira, p. 624. 



82 

 

 

contemporary themes such as the transmission of personal and cultural memories as a 

contestation of official versions of historical discourse, and narratives of displacement 

and dislocation. This is perhaps most obvious, for example, in her work entitled 

Gardiennes dôImages/Guardians of Images (2010), which features Safia Kouaci (the 

widow of Algerian photographer Mohammed Kouaci) discussing her husbandôs 

photographs taken during the Algerian war of independence. His black-and-white prints 

are juxtaposed with a saturated close-up of his widow, who recounts her own memories 

of the events they portray. This split-screen representation invites the viewer to consider 

the different ways in which historical reality can be documented and whose narratives are 

transmitted. Consequently, her work also speaks about and resonates with the experiences 

of a wide range of oppressed minorities and displaced peoples. 

 

Figure 16: Photo of Zineb Sediraôs Gardiennes dôImages/Guardians of Images, 2010. Film 

installation, Palais de Tokyo, Paris.  

Sedira has had solo exhibitions at European galleries (in UK, Finland, Sweden 

Denmark, France, Switzerland and Italy) in North America, North Africa and the Middle 

East. Since 2005, her work has been included in group exhibitions at European galleries 

(UK, Germany, France, Netherlands, Switzerland, Spain and Portugal), Japan, South 

Korea, USA, the Middle East (Qatar and Lebanon) and Morocco. She has won several 

awards, including the Dazibao Prize (2011), the Prix SAM pour lôart contemporain 

(2010) and in 2015, she was nominated for the Prix Marcel Duchamp. Her work can be 

found in numerous public collections in Europe and the Gulf States.  
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3.4 French Popular Discourse on Veiling 

Zineb Sediraôs engagement with the semiotics of the veil hinges, in a number of ways, on 

precisely the same issues identified by Leone discussed above. During an interview, 

Zineb Sedira made the following comment about her work Self-Portraits or the Virgin 

Mary: 

The work is in some ways simplistic, but itôs done with a pinch of irony. I just 

wanted to remind those in the West that veiling also existed in Christianity and that 

the Virgin Mary is an example of it. Moreover, people forget that nuns, still today, 

wear a veil.131 

The double title of Sediraôs photographic triptych Self-Portraits or the Virgin Mary, 

proves to be as intriguing as the artwork itself. Viewers are invited to ask themselves if 

these close to life-size ethereal figures that appear to drift across the space are intended 

to represent the artist herself, shrouded in white cloth, or is this intended to resemble a 

miraculous apparition of the Virgin Mary, the mother of Jesus? As also noted above, the 

óironyô she herself notes as a central aspect of the treatment is significant in a work that 

engages with a topic of the potential gravity of that of the Virgin Mary. One might even 

see this gravity as the specific target of the critique the work inscribes. By invoking so 

central a figure of Christian tradition in the context of a contemporary óself-portraitô, 

Sedira collapses the rigid distinction between registers that preserves the seriousness of 

the religious in opposition to the secular.  

Given the role of religious belief ï whether explicit or implicit ï in the semiotics 

of the veil in current cultural discourse, this achieves a critical function by gesturing to 

the instability of certain foundational terms in the system. Religion is a source of taboo, 

and as Sigmund Freud showed,132 wit is the expression of libidinal energy circumventing 

the strictures of the super-ego. Sediraôs playful quasi-blasphemy can be read as an 

instance of such a dynamic. The force of taboo is to fix an item into a specific place in a 

semiotic configuration, denying the inherent relativity of discursive elements.133 The 

technique can be seen as foundational, providing a fixed basis on which the rest of the 

 
131 McGonagle and Sedira, p. 624. 
132 Sigmund Freud, Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious (New York, NY: W. W. Norton 

& Company, 1960) 
133 See: Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney, óThe Power of Absence: Zero Signifiers and Their 

Transgressionsô, LôHomme (1994), 59ï76.  
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otherwise ceaselessly shifting system can be anchored.134 Where the taboo holds (and the 

force of the super-ego thus holds), therefore, the object of the taboo will be incomparable 

to other things, occupying a unique and fixed place in the discourse. The comparison 

implied in Sediraôs title óSelf-Portrait or the Virgin Maryô undermines such discursive 

sanctity, bringing the sacred into proximity with the secular and allowing for the 

relativisation of the absolute. Here we see the work functioning in the óthird spaceô, the 

in-betweenness that Bhabha identifies as the space of cultural contestation. 

Referring specifically to her work entitled Self-Portraits or the Virgin Mary, 

Sedira acknowledged in an interview conducted in 2006 that it was óa reaction to the 

media polemic surrounding veilingô.135 However, it is important to understand that in this 

case, the artist was not referring to British media coverage on the wearing of the burqa or 

niqab but to a long-lasting debate in French society about the wearing of the hijab that 

had initially been sparked by an incident that became known throughout France as 

ólôaffaire des foulardsô (óThe Headscarvesô Affairô). On 3 October 1989, three Muslim 

schoolgirls at the Gabriel Havez Middle-School in a small town outside Paris refused to 

remove their hijabs before entering school. All three pupils were suspended by the 

schoolôs principal on the grounds that they had failed to respect the principle of laïcité 

(secularism) and the neutrality of the public space of a state school. This essentially minor 

incident soon escalated into a full -scale media frenzy and was hotly debated by French 

politicians from a wide range of parties. According to many journalists and political 

figures, the fact that the three young schoolgirls would not remove their hijabs was a sign 

that they refused to assimilate to French society and was symbolic of a wider malaise: the 

alleged refusal by Muslims to espouse the French Republicôs principles of secularism and 

the strict separation of church and state.  

The principle of secularism in France can be traced back to the philosopher 

Ferdinand Buisson (1841ï1932) who argued that France needed to be a secular state in 

keeping with the óDeclaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizenô.136 This meant the 

state had to remain religiously neutral, making decisions independent of clerics and free 

from the influence of theological concepts. This allowed public institutions to free 

 
134 Ohnuki-Tierney, p. 62.  
135 McGonagle and Sedira. 
136 Georg Jellinek, The Declaration of the Rights of Man and of Citizens (New York, NY: BoD, 

2018). 
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themselves from all religiously imposed constraints. This principle was enshrined in a 

French law which came into force in 1882, which established that all state schools must 

behave neutrally with regard to religious matters. A second law passed in 1905 confirmed 

the separation of church and state but also promoted religious freedom based on this 

principle of state neutrality.137 

Following the suspension of the three schoolgirls, the then French Minister of 

Education, Lionel Jospin, asked for legal clarification as to whether this was, in fact, a 

contravention of the principles of religious freedom protected under the terms of the 1905 

law that guarantees the civil rights of citizens regardless of their religious convictions. He 

was advised that these students did indeed have ófreedom of conscienceô and that they 

therefore had the right to wear religious symbols as long as they were not being forced to 

do so or were not attempting to proselytise.138 It was agreed that, in practice, this meant 

that each case of this type had to be assessed individually.  

Regardless of this, in 1994, Fran­ois Bayrou (Jospinôs successor as Minister of 

Education) attempted to ban all wearing of the hijab in French state schools, but was over-

ruled by the Conseil dô£tat (Council of State) that once again declared that wearing 

religious symbols in school did not in itself necessarily constitute a breach of the principle 

of laïcité under the provisions of the 1905 law. This decision made it clear to those who 

wanted to prohibit the wearing of the hijab that a new law would have to be passed and 

that other reasons would be needed for imposing this ban.139 

Against the backdrop of the massive increase in international anxiety over the rise 

of Islamist movements and the start of the so-called ówar on terrorô following the events 

of 11 September 2001, France witnessed a dramatic shift in how the wearing of the hijab 

was framed in both media and political discourse, with Islam being portrayed as both 

problematic and oppressive. This was clearly reflected in the change of terminology as 

the French word ófoulardô (meaning any form of headscarf), previously used to refer to 

the hijab, was replaced by the use of the more specifically religious designation of óvoileô 

(veil).  

 
137 See: Kay Chadwick, óEducation in secular France: (Re)Defining Laïcitéô, Modern & 

Contemporary France, 5 (1997), 47ï59. 
138 Chadwick, p. 51ï2.  
139 Chadwick, p. 51ï2.  



86 

 

 

Since 1989, the wearing of the hijab had been associated with ógender 

oppressionô.140 This argument that the veil was more than a mere religious symbol and 

effectively represented the perceived oppression of Islamic women was increasingly 

advanced by the French media during the late 1990s, and this whipped up public support 

for a ban on the wearing of the hijab.141 It was argued that it was necessary to prohibit the 

hijab in schools on the grounds that these were meant to be places where both genders 

were treated as equals.142 

The previous argument that students should be allowed to wear hijab as an 

expression of freedom of conscience under the provisions of the 1905 law on laïcité was 

challenged by politicians who maintained that this law also implied gender equality, and 

that the hijab was a means of oppressing females, and they claimed that the 1905 law was 

not sufficient to protect female students from the threat of oppression or coercion. Thus, 

in March 2004, legislation was passed that outlawed the wearing of signs or clothes by 

pupils which clearly displayed a religious affiliation in all French public schools, on the 

grounds that it was more important to protect female students from gender oppression 

than allowing them to exercise freedom of conscience.143 The implication of the 2004 law 

is that females wearing hijab forfeit their right to have freedom of conscience because 

they are viewed as having no genuine freedom or agency. Instead, even if they assert that 

they have freely chosen to wear hijab, they are seen as passive victims of gender 

oppression, inflicted by their own family or faith community. Effectively, then, they have 

been de-subjectified. 

This de-subjectification of Muslim women denies the possible subjectivity or 

agency of the wearer of hijab. For these French legislators, the act of veiling is imposed 

on an oppressed female body, reflecting a form of physical and psychological 

imprisonment that limits and immobilises. They failed to take into consideration the 

multiple and shifting meanings embodied in this form of attire which can be endlessly 

 
140 Chadwick, p. 53.  
141 The media campaign focused on hijab although the legislation also covered the wearing of 

Christian symbols such as the cross and the kippah / yarmulke (the skull cap worn by Jewish 

men).  
142 Chadwick, p. 55.  
143 Jean Baub®rot, óLaïcité and Freedom of Conscience in Pluricultural France: Secularism on 

the Edgeô, in Secularism on the Edge, ed. by Jacques Berlinerblau, Sarah Fainberg and Aurora 

Nou (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), pp. 103ï111 (p. 104).  
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reconfigured. The act of veiling cannot be reduced to one simple meaning, either 

oppressive or liberating.144 

When she was creating Self-Portraits or the Virgin Mary, Sedira was well aware 

of popular and political discourse in France concerning the wearing of hijab due to family 

connections there. When asked in interview in 2006 about whether she had an opinion on 

the outlawing of the use of religious symbols in French schools (including the wearing of 

the hijab), she commented: 

Of course, I have a view. I have family in France, sisters and sisters-in-law who 

wear the headscarf. As expected, they are alarmed about the ban of the hijab in 

schools as it goes against their religious practice not to wear it. I think you have to 

understand the history of secularism within France. Historically, the state has 

forbidden religion in schools and government establishments. However, I think it 

is now time for French society to change their laws on religion and education and 

adapt their policies to an increasingly multicultural society.145  

She also noted that the French media chose to illustrate their articles with a particular 

representation of the veil, commenting that it was óalways black and a chador,146 ignoring 

the variety of shapes, forms, and colours of veilsô and that this had encouraged her to 

incorporate the type of veil with which she was personally acquainted from her Algerian 

background into her photographic self-portrait: the haïk.147 

 

 

 
144 Baubérot, p. 104.  
145 McGonagle and Sedira, p. 626.  
146 A chador is a large piece of cloth wrapped around the head and upper body, leaving only the 

face exposed, and was traditionally worn by women in Iran and Afghanistan. 
147 McGonagle and Sedira, p. 626. 
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3.5 The Haïk as a Symbol of Resistance 

 

Figure 17: Algerian women wearing the haïk (left-hand image) and the adjar (right-hand 

image). 

The haïk was once widely worn by women throughout the Maghreb region but has now 

been virtually abandoned except in Algeria, where it is still worn as part of everyday dress 

by women of the older generation or those in rural areas. It is typically a long white or 

cream-coloured garment covering the head, face and body and can be made from silk, 

cotton or wool. Sometimes a separate lace-trimmed or embroidered triangular cloth 

(adjar) is used to cover the bottom half of the face.148 By choosing to represent herself in 

the haïk, Sedira also intentionally and consciously evokes a whole series of cultural and 

historical resonances relating to this form of veiling as a symbol of resistance, subverting 

the French narrative of Muslim woman as oppressed victim. 

As Younis argues, óthe French fixation with the way Muslim women dress has a 

long historyô, given that the unveiling of Algerian women was a specifically stipulated 

component of their colonial policy in North Africa from the 1930s onwards.149 Since the 

wearing of the haïk symbolised tradition and was seen as a highly visible assertion of 

difference, its removal became a focal point of attention for the French colonisers since 

it was argued that eradicating the use of the haïk would clearly illustrate that their attempts 

at subjugating Algeria as a whole had succeeded.  

 
148 Lamine Bensaou, óHaµkô <http://www.daraziza.com/hayek/histoire.html> [accessed 27 

March 2018]. Bensaou argues that this form of veiling was imported from the Islamic caliphate 

of Al-Andalus where moriscas (particularly Muslim converts to Christianity) wore an almalafa 

(white veil) hand-held in front of the face. See also Bass and Wunder, p. 102. 
149 Musab Younis, óRacism, Pure and Simpleô, London Review of Books, 24 August 2016 

<http://www.lrb.co.uk/blog/2016/08/24/musab-younis/racism-pure-and-simple> [accessed 11 

November 2018]. 

http://www.daraziza.com/hayek/histoire.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:N%C2%B03_HA%C3%8FK_alt_version.jpg
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But such invisibility was not merely a conceptual and representational matter in 

the context in question. Fanon details how the veiling of women effectively rendered them 

invisible, allowing them to carry out activities such as smuggling in arms and money, 

protecting individuals, and creating a space that was impenetrable to colonial eyes. 150 

Veiling thus became a symbol of resistance and independence as part of the revolutionary 

fight in Algeria and Muslim women were able to subvert and resignify the invisibilisation 

that the French colonists attributed to the veil, using the haïk as a protective covering for 

maintaining a space safe from the colonial gaze.151  

The French authorities used posters as part of an anti-veiling campaign intended 

to directly address women. Four Algerian women are shown in the image: the three 

wearing haïk and adjar are anonymous figures contrasting sharply with the glamorous 

unveiled Europeanised figure. The question written on the womanôs adjar reads: óAre 

you not pretty then?ô and in bigger letters the poster urges women: óUnveil yourselves!ô 

Under French rule, the mass burning of haïk by Algerian women was turned into public 

spectacle.152  

 

Figure 18: óArenôt you pretty? Unveil yourselves!ô (1958). Reproduced in Younis. 

The work of the post-colonial theorist Frantz Fanon (1925ï1961) can also prove 

enlightening in this context. In his essay entitled óAlgeria Unveiledô he explained why the 

 
150 Frantz Fanon, A Dying Colonialism (New York, NY: Grove Press, 1969).  
151 Al -Saji, pp. 875ï902.  
152 Younis [accessed 11 November 2018]. 
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French were so interested in this task of unveiling Algerian women, claiming, 

óConverting the woman, winning her over to the foreign values, wrenching her free from 

her status, was at the same time achieving a real power over the man and attaining a 

practical, effective means of destructuring Algerian culture.ô153 As Fanon here 

demonstrates, the paternalistic approach of the colonial intervention can thus be seen as 

the imposition of one patriarchal system ï the Western ï to displace another ï the Muslim. 

The Western paternalistic approach justifies its interventions, both in the colonial era and 

now (in contemporary France, for example), on the basis of their securing the freedom 

and wellbeing of those on whom they are imposed. The ócivilising missionô of European 

colonialism is thus continuous with current crusades to óexport democracyô and secure 

secularism at home and abroad.154 However, as Fanon shows, the actual measures on 

which such policies are based demonstrate coercion and domination, acting on the body 

of the other to eradicate rivals and achieve hegemony.  

Fanonôs point about the ways in which such patriarchal colonialism aims to 

destructure the society it targets, in this sense, gets to the crux of the matter. The politics 

of the veil centre on the contestation between two social and cultural orders, each 

buttressing a contrasting model of authority. The sustained Western preoccupation with 

veiling reveals a continuing anxiety about the Muslim world as the Other right on its 

borders, and the threat it imposes to its own self-definition. Far from the disinterested 

concern with fundamental liberties and rights abstractly defined that its proponents argue 

it is, however, Fanonôs insight demonstrates that this preoccupation, and the measures 

taken to achieve the unveiling of the Muslim woman, represent a crude desire for cultural 

domination exercised at levels of significant intra- and intersubjective intimacy. In one 

sense, for example, the policing of the veil bespeaks a desire to control which parts of 

their body an individual exposes, while the rhetoric of the óUnveil Yourselves!ô poster 

represents an attempted intervention into models of politeness governing gender relations 

in the colonised culture, which for most people provide an important social basis for the 

intimacy of sexual relations. This reading is strengthened when one considers the highly 

eroticised representation of Arab and Muslim women in the visual culture of the European 

 
153 Fanon, p. 36.  
154 Jyotirmaya Tripathy, óDemocracy and Its Othersô, Journal of Global South Studies, 27.1 

(2010), 253ï271 (p. 253).  
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colonial era, and the transgressive dynamics of the colonial gaze they evidence. This is 

considered in greater detail in the next chapter, óRe-visioning the Orientalist gazeô.  

Fanon also hints, however, at the power that the veiled Algerian woman could 

exercise: óThis woman who sees without being seen frustrates the coloniser. There is no 

reciprocity. She does not yield herself, does not give herself, does not offer herselfô.155 

This speaks precisely to the desire for control and possession that the colonial gaze 

implies. As discussed toward the beginning of this chapter, the veil establishes 

boundaries, and in this way secures a realm for the private control of the individual. 

Veiling in this sense draws its strength from a regime of invisibility, and deploys such 

invisibility in the service of a specific agency and subjectivity. This frustrates the desire 

for total visibility that the colonial gaze equates with power and knowledge, and it is thus 

only logical that colonial anxieties should hinge on the veil as a technique of invisibility. 

Sediraôs óSelf-portraits or the Virgin Maryô can be seen to focus on these anxieties 

as the means of achieving its specific ends. It is not just the veil that obscures the figure, 

but the veiled figure itself is obscured by the haze in which she is represented as 

appearing. As will be shown in later discussions of other artists in this thesis, this is a 

common trope in contemporary female MENA artists representations of women and 

veiling. Often, the technique serves to emphasise the way the figures represented are 

determined by preceding discourses: a number of the artists considered here literally write 

on their images to convey this point. One might see the haze in which Sedira appears in 

her self-portraits here as serving a similar function.  

The alternative title óéor the Virgin Maryô emphasises that the veiled female 

figure can be approached from a number of different directions, which will extensively 

determine oneôs response to the image. The Virgin Mary is a comforting icon of pacified 

femininity, the veiled Muslim woman a source of cultural anxiety. The haze in which 

Sedira represents herself in her self-portraits can be read as alluding to the way such prior 

frames obscure the figure in question, leading viewers to respond to their own pre-existing 

assumptions, rather than the image itself. This is confirmed by the artistôs own statements 

on the work. Commenting on viewersô reactions to the piece, Sedira noted: 

 
155 Fanon, p. 44.  
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Some people [é] find the images beautiful. Yet others see the veil in the work as 

oppressive and sexist. I think there is nothing sexist or oppressive about it. The 

work is actually very fresh and light and has a meditative sensitivity about it. It 

overturns Western stereotypes about the veil.156 

The ómeditativeô nature of the work is one of the clear ways in which it appears to engage 

with the iconography of the Virgin Mary. Whether in sculpture or visual representation, 

the Virgin Mary is frequently represented looking away from the direction of the viewerôs 

gaze. She does not meet the gaze of the viewer, but usually looks down, at the infant Jesus 

she is holding, with the gaze also frequently deflected to the side. This downward 

direction of the gaze implies submission and modesty, but also an inwardness or 

meditativeness that is insulated from the interactions with the gaze of the viewer. It 

implies an enclosed unit of mother and child, as the generic term for such works ï 

óMadonna and childô ï emphasises. This presents a model of femininity in service to the 

requirements of a patriarchal social order. Indeed, in the Christian mythology, the Virgin 

Mary becomes a mother without even needing to have sex, thus entirely excluding any 

traces of the feminine desire that is potentially disruptive to the patriarchal order. As we 

shall see in the following chapter, colonial era representations of Muslim women, and 

more recent Muslim womenôs responses to these, engage with these implications of the 

female gaze in diverse ways.  

In Sediraôs self-portraits, the figure is looking directly away from the viewer. This 

takes the meditative self-sufficiency of the depicted figure to a further extreme than the 

common depictions of the Virgin Mary. Where the common depiction of the Virgin Mary 

shows the direction of her gaze only slightly deflected from that of the viewer, and her 

body and face are thus still open to his gaze, the figure in Sediraôs portrait turns her back, 

and only the edge of an eye, looking away, can be seen. This gives her a self-sufficiency. 

She does not respond to the gaze of either the viewer or a child she holds, but looks off at 

something. There is thus no interaction of the figureôs gaze with the gaze of the viewer. 

Her gaze is also not averted, but level, and her posture is upright, which similarly implies 

less submissiveness than is characteristic in iconography of the Virgin Mary, and greater 

self-possession.  

 
156 McGonagle and Sedira, p. 626.  
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As will be demonstrated later in this thesis, this also marks a departure from what 

might be considered an iconographic trait of the representation of the veiled Muslim 

woman. In this scheme, we have representations of women completely veiled except for 

the face, or eyes, and gazing directly at the viewer. These frequently explicitly or 

implicitly invoke a form of defiance, through the inclusion of weapons, for example, or 

the facial expressions adopted. In Sediraôs self-portrait, in contrast, the figure turns her 

back. These differences can helpfully be read through a reference to a Hegelian dialectic 

of mastery and subjection, and the role that recognition plays in this, which Fanon draws 

on in his own analysis of colonial relations.157 As Hegel argues, certain intersubjective 

encounters take the form of a struggle for dominance, in which interaction is defined by 

a desire to force the other to recognise oneôs own superiority.158 Such instances are shaped 

by what is called óthe master-slave dialecticô. The one who wins is the master, in a 

position to demand recognition of their superiority from the other. The defiance of the 

gaze of certain representations of veiled Muslim women certainly partakes of something 

of this sort, engaged as they are with discourses competing to establish subjectivity and, 

in some cases, to objectify the other. Shirin Neshatôs Rebellious Silence, depicted in 

Chapter Five, provides a good example of this.  

Sediraôs response, in contrast, recognises the paradoxes that arise from this ólife 

and death struggleô for mastery. According to Hegel, the struggle for dominance does not 

end at this point, but instead inverts itself.159 The masterôs identity as master is only 

assured by his recognition as such by a free subject, and therefore, the master is dependent 

on the subjectôs recognition of him. The master thus becomes dependent, the subjected 

other free to grant or withhold recognition. The defiance of the gaze in images such as 

Rebellious Silence confronts the objectifying gaze, and seeks to overturn it on its own 

terms. The contest over the terms of relation of relation is directly apparent. Sediraôs self-

portrait, in contrast, turns away, withdrawing the recognition on which the very identity 

of forms of domination rest. Rather than accepting the either/or of the dominating gaze, 

Sediraôs representation deflects it. It is in this sense that the picture can be seen to overturn 

 
157 Nigel C. Gibson, Fanon: The Postcolonial Imagination (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 

2017), p. 28.  
158 Charles Villet, óHegel and Fanon on the Question of Mutual Recognition: A Comparative 

Analysisô, The Journal of Pan African Studies, 4.7 (2011), 39ï51, p. 44. 
159 Villet, p. 42.  
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Western stereotypes about the veil. One might, in fact, read the Western anxiety about the 

veil as arising from the way in which it undermines the staging of such a confrontation to 

secure mastery and submission, thus demonstrating how a culture of seeming invisibility 

is able to safeguard a realm of potency not reducible to the Hegelian dialectic.  

Western representations of the veil frequently display the way they arise from a 

binary set of possible relations to the Muslim Other: either as objectified, or defiantly, 

and violently, resisting the West. This binary emerges from the fact that the encounter 

with the Muslim Other is conceived as a ólife and death struggleô for recognition. In such 

a struggle, there are only two possible outcomes, which these two modes of representation 

of Muslim women as either de-subjectified or violent map onto. The way Sediraôs figure 

turns away from the gaze, rather than submitting herself to it or returning it like for like, 

subverts the opposition of the terms and implies a withdrawal of recognition of them. This 

frustrates the desire for domination, and allows the dialectic to work to its conclusion.  

The almost complete veiling of the figure represents the most complete means 

whereby the viewerôs gaze is disrupted. As Fanon identifies,160 for a gaze trained in a 

discourse of patriarchal and colonial domination, this is a source of frustration. The 

patriarchal and colonial gaze equates visibility with knowledge and control. The veil 

functions as a technique that refuses to engage on these terms. Insisting on the capacity 

of the subject to reserve a space constituted not by the visual relations of the regime of 

the visible, with their inevitable reduction to subject and object, master and slave, the veil 

instead keeps open a third space, in Bhabhaôs terms.161 This is the space of in-betweenness 

where modes of relation can develop in non-constrained ways, and where subjectivity 

does not necessarily imply a corresponding objectification of the other.  

Sediraôs image serves to remind the viewer that the veil has multiple meanings for 

Muslim women depending on the context in which it used. The haïk was used to render 

Algerian women invisible during their war of independence, when women used it to pass 

unobserved, to shield their identity, and to avoid the unwanted male gaze; in short it 

became a means of both active and passive resistance against the European colonial 

power. Nearly four decades later, as Al-Saji notes, lôaffaire des foulards and the French 

 
160 Fanon.  
161 Bhabha, The Location of Culture, pp. 53ï56.  
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Muslim schoolgirlsô decision to wear the hijab highlighted a major contradiction in how 

the practice of veiling is understood in popular and political discourse in France and many 

other European countries.162 On the one hand, it is claimed that the act of wearing an 

Islamic veil symbolises de-subjectification, rendering the wearer invisible, whilst all the 

evidence suggests that in Western societies veiling serves to make females hyper-visible, 

and that a personal decision about covering/uncovering the body is automatically framed 

within wider political discourse. 

It was exactly this discourse that underpinned the more recent controversies 

surrounding Franceôs 2011 ban of any form of full-face veiling on these grounds these 

were ónot welcomeô, in the words of Nicolas Sarkozy, then President of France. Any 

woman caught flouting the ban faces a 150 Euro fine, but anyone who uses force to make 

a woman cover her whole face can face a fine of 30,000 Euros. This also led to a heated 

debate among French politicians and in the media about the so-called óburkiniô, a form of 

swimsuit which covers a womanôs body from head to ankle and is designed to be 

acceptable beachwear for Muslim women and had been on the market since 2004. The 

whole issue came to a head when French authorities in coastal cities banned the wearing 

of the burkini on local beaches. This caused a major concern and fuelled the ongoing 

debate about Muslim women wearing the veil while in European countries, in an attempt 

to make them adapt to European culture and way of life.163 

For many Muslim women, the ban was seen as part of a broader discourse of 

demonising Islam and its followers which also effectively discriminated against women 

exercising their right to choose how they dressed in a so-called democratic country. Many 

 
162 Al -Saji, pp. 875ï902. Belgium followed suit in the same year, banning any clothing that 

hides a personôs face. In the Netherlands, a partial ban exists on the use of full-face veils such as 

burqa or niqab, on public transport, in hospitals and schools, on the grounds of security or that 

in these situations it is essential to see the face. The situation is not uniform in Spain where a 

ban on full-face veils was introduced in areas of Catalonia, then overturned in 2013 by Spainôs 

Supreme Court, which ruled that this affected religious freedom. However, in 2014 the 

European Court of Human Rights ruled that banning full-face veils did not breach human rights, 

so the ban continues in some parts of Spain. In July 2016, Switzerland also banned the wearing 

of the full-face veil. See: Alessandro Ferrari and Sabrina Pastorelli, eds., The Burqa Affair 

Across Europe: Between Public and Private Space (London; New York, NY: Routledge, 2016). 
163 Rim-Sarah Alouane, óAs Expected, Franceôs Highest Court Declared a Burkini Ban Illegal. 

So What Happens Now?ô Medium, 5 September 2016, 

<https://www.medium.com/@rimsarah/as-expected-frances-highest-court-declared-a-burkini-

ban-illegal-so-what-happens-now/565f72c2f5f> [accessed 11 November 2018]. 
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women fervently opposed the ban, claiming that the burkini allowed Muslim women to 

participate fully in a wide range of recreational water sports, unlike older generations who 

were not given that chance. Instead of recognising these efforts to adapt and co-exist, the 

French authorities fined women wearing burkinis and asked them to leave the beach. The 

perceived bias of the ban is demonstrated in Figure 19. As the poster ironically 

demonstrates, in all important respects the burkini is practically identical to a diving suit, 

which is perfectly permissible. The implication is that the ban has more to do with 

prejudices regarding Muslim culture than any specific problem with the burkini itself. 

The French Supreme Court subsequently declared the burkini ban illegal on the grounds 

that óan alleged disturbance of public order was not proven, and that basic liberties 

protected by the French constitution [é] were seriously infringedô but many municipal 

authorities ignored this ruling and refused to remove the ban.164 

 

Figure 19: Poster protesting against the French burkini ban. Reproduced in Alouane. 

 

3.6 Conclusion  

Commenting on her own feelings about Self-Portraits or the Virgin Mary six years after 

it was first exhibited, Sedira noted, óI do still feel strongly about the ideas behind the 

work. [é] My views havenôt changed about [this]. However, I do not want to do work 

 
164 Alouane [accessed 11 November 2018].  
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about veiling anymore. I have moved onô.165 As this thesis will show, for numerous other 

female Muslim artists, representing the cultural practice of veiling, and exploring all the 

complex multiple meanings it embodies, continues to be a subject of fascination. As this 

discussion of Self-Portraits or the Virgin Mary has demonstrated, it is a mistake to 

attribute one single meaning to the veil as an artefact or to the covering/uncovering of the 

female body as a cultural practice; it is used to represent different things by different 

artists in different contexts. This misunderstanding was clearly demonstrated by the 

French authorities when they attempted to ban an item of clothing as representing a single 

meaning of religious significance by the wearer. When trying to interpret the various 

symbolic meaning of the veil in art, therefore, it is also crucial to attempt to understand 

the personal associations this may have for the artist herself, the historical and cultural 

context in which the art work was created and the diverse range of discourses within 

which it is framed.  

As the discussion in this chapter has shown, and the subsequent chapters will 

show, the veil is frequently employed to establish a space of óin-betweennessô, in 

Bhabhaôs sense. In a context where Muslim women find the spaces and possibilities of 

subjectivity available to them constrained from a range of directions, the veil can be seen 

to function as a means of keeping a óthird spaceô, between subjectification and 

objectification, open as a means of the expression of agency. As Sediraôs work 

demonstrates, it is a very effective technique for subverting schemes of domination 

through dialectical means. This is an aspect of the veil and its representations by 

contemporary female MENA artists that will become apparent in later discussions, and 

provides evidence of the socio-politically critical nature of its use and representation. In 

this sense, far from being a symbol of womenôs objectification, the veil instead functions 

as a crucial way in which they contest this through the in-betweenness it offers. This 

technique is seen in the works of contemporary female MENA artists who engage with 

the Orientalism of the visual culture of the European colonial project. In the following 

chapter, I explore these, with a specific focus on the work of Lalla Essaydi.  

  

 
165 McGonagle and Sedira, p. 618.  
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4 Chapter Four: Re-visioning the Orientalist Gaze 

4.1 Introduction  

Drawing on the concept of Orientalism, first theorised by the Palestinian-American 

academic Edward Said in the late 1970s, this chapter examines how female Muslim artists 

have challenged viewers to look again at the stereotypical Orientalist framing of Muslim 

women in Western representations of the female form, particularly in paintings and 

photography produced by European males during the colonial era of the nineteenth 

century. It focuses in particular on how a specific series of stereotypes about the Orient 

as Other were created, reinforced and continue to influence how women from Islamic 

cultures are perceived. Analysis of the visual culture of the European colonial era 

demonstrates a persistent tendency toward the exoticisation of the non-European other. 

Of specific relevance to the purposes of this study, these frequently followed strongly 

gendered and sexualised lines. This is apparent in all European colonial imaginaries, 

around the world: the trope of the hyper-sexualised black male, for example, or the 

submissive Oriental female.166 In the European encounter with the MENA region, 

depictions of colonised females demonstrate their functioning as a site of sexualised 

patriarchal fantasy, with the image of the harem as a locus specifically devoted to the 

gratification of male desire elucidating this dimension especially well.  

As this chapter will show, such depictions illustrate the patriarchal colonial desire 

to exercise domination over the body of the colonised subject, and in the contexts 

considered here, specifically the female subject. The fantasy of the colonised female runs 

parallel to a correlative conjuring of the Arab male, as tyrannical, capricious, and 

submissive to physical desires. In this sense, it serves as a counterfoil to the patriarchal 

colonial self-justification as a ócivilising mission.ô The qualities attributed to the male 

other are chosen as precise counterpoints to those qualities the colonial agent considered 

himself to be exporting: the Christian virtues and values, and the Enlightenment ideals of 

justice, reason, and so on. This gendered exoticisation of the colonial other thus serves a 

self-justificatory role, which enables the coloniser to frame his desires and activities as 

óliberatoryô. Just as lands were óliberatedô from the irrational failure to exploit them for 

 
166 George Yancy, óColonial Gazing: The Production of the Body as ñOtheròô, Western Journal 

of Black Studies 32.1 (2008), 1ï15 (p. 3).  
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capitalist production (a common justification for such territorial expropriation), 

populations conceived to be in a subject position relative to some non-European authority 

were liberated from the irrationality of this authority, to be delivered to the preferable 

oversight of European colonialism.167 

The tropes that characterise the depiction of females from the MENA region in 

nineteenth-century colonial European visual art are explicable within the terms of such a 

project. As should be evident, the broad trends of this framing match those of certain 

contemporary Western attitudes to the veil very closely. For example, there is the 

argument that the veil represents an unacceptable patriarchal imposition, a circumscribing 

of agency and freedom that cannot be countenanced within the Westôs project of steady 

progress toward universal freedom and reason.168 In response to this, it falls to the 

modern, rational West to overcome these vestiges of backward, irrational behaviour. The 

West remains the civilising force for good, the Other remains the locus of irrationality 

requiring salvation.169  

The contemporary fixation on the social and cultural meanings of the veil 

therefore follows arises out of a long tradition of Western depictions of the colonial 

MENA subject. In this chapter, I consider the ways in which óthe Empire writes back,ô so 

to speak.170 Contemporary female MENA artists have engaged with these traditions in 

critical, witty, incisive ways, deconstructing the cultures of representation that inform 

them and, in this way, highlighting many of the assumptions on which they are based. 

This chapter compares and contrasts works by two visual artists who do this: Lalla 

Essaydi of Morocco, and Shadi Ghadirian of Iran.  

The first artist considered, Lalla Essaydi, foregrounds and problematises the 

Westôs fascination with the exoticism of the East by using a range of techniques to subvert 

these Orientalist traditions of representation that challenge contemporary viewers to re-

 
167 Michal Frenkel, and Yehouda Shenhav, óFrom Americanization to Colonization: The 

Diffusion of Productivity Models Revisitedô, Organization Studies, 24.9 (2003), 1537ï1561 (p. 

1540).  
168 Milly Williamson and Gholam Khiabany, óUK: The Veil and the Politics of Racismô, Race & 

Class, 52.2 (2010, 85ï96 (p. 86).  
169 Williamson and Khiabany, p. 85.  
170 Here I am referring to the edited collection of the same title. See: Bill Ashcroft, Gareth 

Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-colonial 

Literatures (Abingdon: Routledge, 2003). 
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read these Western constructs of Arab femininity. This North African artist draws on 

traditional Islamic concepts of art to invite viewers to reflect on the stereotypical 

Orientalist framing of veiled women in Western art, particularly those works produced 

by European males during the colonial era of the nineteenth century. She uses her work 

to deconstruct the discourse of Orientalism and to examine the ways in which it 

misrepresented the Arab world and continues to frame contemporary discourses about 

Muslim women. 

This is followed by an exploration of Shadi Ghadirianôs Qajar series (1998ï

1999), examining how she draws on nineteenth-century photographic representations of 

women produced during the Qajar monarchy to comment on female experiences in 

contemporary Iran. Like Essaydi, Ghadirian sets up a dialogue across cultures and across 

historical periods, between representations of veiled females that she uses to expose the 

concept of femininity itself as a performance. Just as Essaydiôs work deconstructs a 

putatively essential identity imposed through an othering discourse, Ghadirianôs emphasis 

on the performativity of female identity works to undercut a set of assumptions, and the 

behaviours arising out of them, that have to do with the essential qualities of feminine 

subjectivity.  

The idea of óOrientalismô is central to the discussion of this chapter. Essaydiôs 

work as an artist has clearly been influenced by the concept of Orientalism, first theorised 

by the Palestinian-American academic Edward Said in the late 1970s, and this chapter 

discusses what is understood by this term. It also considers how particular Western 

colonial discourses about Arab and Islamic cultures influenced the ways in which women 

from these cultures were represented by European male artists in nineteenth-century 

painting and photography. It focuses in particular on how a specific series of stereotypes 

about the Orient as the Other were created and reinforced, and continue to influence how 

veiled women are perceived. 171  

Saidôs work also inspired other authors to re-visit artistic representation of women 

during the colonial period, including Malek Alloula and Lynne Thornton, both of whom 

specifically explored the work of those European male photographers and artists who 

 
171 According to Richard King the term óOrientô originated in the work of the French writers 

Chateaubriand and Nerval. See: Richard King, Orientalism and Religion: Post-colonial Theory, 

India and the Mystic East (London; New York, NY: Routledge, 2013).  
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were inspired by their fantasies of the harem, usually representing this female space as a 

world of forbidden sexuality.172 In addition, it also played a significant role in the 

conceptualisation of post-colonial studies, providing a base for further work in the area 

of these studies by scholars such as Indian-born academic Homi Bhabha and Vietnamese 

film-maker and theorist Trinh T. Minh-ha.173 Bhabha somewhat shifted Saidôs original 

focus to concentrate on the ways in which colonised cultures were able to resist and 

contest the Eurocentric discourse of Otherness that was imposed upon them. Although 

Bhabha was mainly interested in literature by post-colonial writers, his ideas are also 

relevant when looking at the work of Essaydi. Reference is also made here to these other 

works. 

The work of Said and those influenced by him is of relevance to this chapterôs 

discussion of contemporary MENA-based artists in a range of ways. First, it provides a 

well-established conceptual and critical apparatus for the exploration of colonial 

discourses and the way these intersect with lived practices and subjectivity. Second, 

Essaydiôs apparently intentional desire to respond to a form of Orientalism, as can be 

discerned in her work (and as discussed later in this chapter), makes such reference to 

Said and those influenced by him almost inevitable. As will be seen, Ghadirianôs work 

similarly engages with the dichotomies on which Orientalist frames of reference are 

based, which gives Saidôs theory great value in approaching it. Finally ï and perhaps most 

fundamentally ï Saidôs emphasis on the role of representation and discourse in the 

framing of the other and the self is especially apposite to these works that engage with 

these histories of othering and discursive shaping. Stated most broadly, this group of post-

colonial theorists establish the basis for a thoroughgoing critique of the colonial gaze and 

the representations bound up with it. Given that the artists I discuss in this chapter carry 

out an analogous project, the persuasiveness of the relevance of the one body of work to 

the other is forceful. 

 
172 See: Malek Alloula, The Colonial Harem, trans. by Myrna Godzich and Wlad Godzich 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986); Lynne Thornton, Women as Portrayed in 

Orientalist Painting (Paris: ACR Poche Couleur, 1994). 
173 See: Trinh T. Minh ha, óCotton and Ironô, in Out There: Marginalization and Contemporary 

Cultures, ed. by Russell Ferguson et al. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990), pp. 327ï336; 

Trinh T. Minh-ha, When the Moon Waxes Red: Representation, Gender and Cultural Politics 

(Abingdon: Routledge, 2014). 
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To begin with, we turn to the discussion of Lalla Essaydi, beginning with a 

biographical sketch, and then moving on to discuss the work more specifically. 

4.2 Lalla Essaydi: The Artist in Her Own Words 

Essaydi was born in 1956 in Morocco, into a conservative Muslim household which was 

polygamous. Her father had four wives and she was one of eleven children. Her education 

took place in both Saudi Arabia and France (École des Beaux-Arts) and later Boston, 

where she moved to undertake undergraduate studies at Tufts University, later graduating 

with a Masterôs degree from the School of the Museum of Fine Arts in 2003. Although 

her main residence is now in New York, she also continues to work in Morocco. This 

international experience and habitation informs her work significantly, allowing her to 

explore an interstitial space and subjectivity that subverts monolithic geo-cultural 

constructions to bring to light the multiplicity beneath. The two primary collections of 

her work are to be found at the Howard Yezerski Gallery, Boston and the Edwynn Houk 

Gallery, New York, with additional collections at the Fries Museum, the Williams 

College Museum of Art, the Kodak Museum of Art, and the Art Institute of Chicago. Her 

work has also been exhibited around the globe in locations such as the UK (British 

Museum), Ireland, the Netherlands, Japan, the UAE, Sharjah, France (the Louvre) and 

various locations in the USA, including the Smithsonian Museum of African Art in 

Washington.  

In various interviews and personal statements, Essaydi has spoken and written at 

considerable length about the inspiration for her work and the ideas that have influenced 

her approach to it. As is the case for Zineb Sedira (Chapter Three), Essaydi acknowledges 

that her art has been shaped first and foremost by her own personal experiences as a 

woman living and working between two cultures: 

My work is highly autobiographical. I speak my thoughts and talk directly about 

my experiences as a woman and as an artist, finding the language with which to 

speak from those uncertain zones between memory and the present which belonged 

to the East and West.174  

 
174 Ray Waterhouse, óLalla Essaydi: An Interviewô, Nka: Journal of Contemporary African Art, 

24 (2008), 146 (p. 146).  
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Essaydi has also emphasised this multifaceted aspect of her work. For example, 

in a statement on her own website she declares: óIn my art, I wish to present myself 

through multiple lenses ï as artist, as Moroccan, as traditionalist, as liberal, as Muslim. 

In short, I invite viewers to resist stereotypes.ô175 Essaydi portrays the complexity of her 

multicultural, hybrid identity in her art, reflecting the multiple cultures, identities and 

spaces that she grew up with as well as those she has experienced later in her life.176 She 

thus works from what Bhabha referred to as an óin-betweenô space. Bhabha affirms that 

inhabiting this space allows an individual to view the concepts of nationality, identity and 

the collective self from a critical distance, appreciating them for the discursive 

constructions they are, and seeing through the ideological imputation of essential 

identities.177 This distance, in turn, allows for the deconstruction of such ideological 

constructs, as weôll see is a central aspect of Essaydiôs work.  

Essaydiôs multiple identities as a woman, both Eastern and Western, are expressed 

in her first series of photographs that was entitled Converging Territories (assembled 

between 2002 and 2004). In this collection, although all the photographs were taken in 

Essaydiôs Boston studio, all of the models she used were from Morocco. As with Sediraôs 

Self-Portraits or the Virgin Mary, Essaydi created images that feature women veiled in 

the traditional haïk and adjar, but the Moroccan artist also uses the same fabric as a 

rudimentary backdrop. Here, too, there is something of the same play between the absence 

and presence of the standing female figure, who, chameleon-like, appears to blend into 

the background on the far right.  

However, unlike Sediraôs ghostly white vision, in Essaydiôs triptych, every 

surface is adorned with calligraphy written in henna, including the skin of the two 

unveiled women on the far left, one of whom clearly appears to be engaged in the creative 

act of writing (and the second of whom may also be, but if so, less visibly). Essaydi has 

explained that the images in her photographs are the result of sometimes several months 

 
175 Lalla Essaydi, óArtist Statementô, Lalla Essaydi <http://lallaessaydi.com/1.html> [accessed 

14 October 2019].  
176 Fortunata Calabro óLalla Essaydi in Interview with the International Museum of Womenôs 

Blogô, Her Blue Print, 2013 <http://imowblog.blogspot.com.br/2013/05/in-conversation-with-

lalla-essaydi.html> [accessed 14 March 2018]. 
177 Bhabha, The Location of Culture, p. 38.  
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of work, with the henna work in particular being very time-consuming.178 Many of the 

models are family or friends of Essaydi and the text which adorns the surfaces is often 

based on weeks of conversations between the artist and her models in family homes 

óreflecting on our status as Arab womenô; however, it is often deliberately 

indecipherable.179 

 

Figure 20: Lalla Essaydi, Converging Territories #22, 2002ï2004. Chromogenic print mounted 

on aluminium, 104 x 84.5 cm., private collection.  

Essaydi is well aware that Western viewers of her work will have their own 

interpretation of the images of veiling and its significance. As previously argued in 

Chapter Two, the veil has become a symbol laden with many meanings. It can be 

associated with revolution or it can be viewed as a tool of repression. It can be interpreted 

as a means of de-subjectifying women or as an assertion of a shared sense of communal 

belonging or a declaration of self-identity. Here Essaydi offers yet another reworking of 

the meaning of the veil by covering it with calligraphy painted using henna, a natural 

plant dye that has been used for centuries in the Arab world and elsewhere by women as 

a form of bodily adornment. In Morocco, as in many other Arab societies, decorating the 

body with henna is particularly associated with women-only gatherings in domestic 

 
178 Mallika Rao, óThe Veiled Feminism of Moroccan-Born Photographer Lalla Essaydiô, 

Huffington Post, 2 November 2015 

<http://lallaessaydi.com/untitled%20folder%204/The%20Veiled%20Feminism%20Of%20Moro

ccan-Born%20Photographer%20Lalla%20Essaydi.pdf> [accessed 9 March 2018]. 
179 Rao [accessed 9 March 2018]. 
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spaces held to celebrate marriage. On the eve of her wedding a brideôs hands and feet are 

adorned with henna designs. On the other hand, in the Islamic world, the art of calligraphy 

was traditionally a male-only domain, the practice of which was forbidden to women. 

Thus Essaydi, here, invites those with a knowledge of Islamic art to reflect on this 

gendered convention and mixes the two, decorating every surface with her own personal 

story.  

Of this collection, she comments, óI created an imaginary space where the voice 

of these women, through written text, became both their walls and their freedom, where 

they can be who they want without restraint or hindranceô.180 As with much of Essaydiôs 

work and commentary on it, in this statement the desire to deconstruct oppositions is 

apparent: voice and writing, walls and freedom, the óconverging territoriesô the title of 

the series alludes to. The troubling of the gendered division of realms and activities that 

is achieved through the use of henna to write calligraphy ties in to such an exploration of 

the relations between domestic / private and public ï the intimate voice and the public 

script. Implicit in this deconstruction is a critique of specific forms of gender relations, 

and the domination they inscribe, where domestic ówallsô represent the antithesis of 

ófreedomô. But as we have seen, there are a number of reasons why Muslim women are 

unable to óbe who they want without restraint or hindranceô ï both domestic and from 

further afield. The walls Essaydiôs women erect with their voices are thus also protective.  

Recalling the distinction between cultures of visibility and invisibility discussed 

earlier, in Converging Territories #22 above, it is noteworthy that, reading from left to 

right (as would be the direction of legibility for the audience to which the photographs 

were first exhibited, in the USA), the figures represented move from the act of writing to 

a state of concealment. Reading the triptych diachronically, the implication is that the 

writing shields and masks: it is a wall behind which the female Muslim subject can 

conceal herself. Taking this in conjunction with Essaydiôs claim that in these photographs 

she ócreated an imaginary space where é these women é can be who they want without 

restraint or hindrance,ô the presentation posits the practice of masking and veiling ï 

 
180 Suzanne Kurtz, óMoroccan-born Essaydi Shatters Gender Stereotypesô, The Washington 

Diplomat, 2 October 2013 

<http://lallaessaydi.com/news/PDFS/Articles/WashingtonDiplomat_Oct_2013> [accessed 18 

October 2019]. 
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whether verbal, spatial, or with garments ï as a means of safeguarding a subjectivity that 

finds itself co-opted to the projects of others.181  

For this reason, Essaydi challenges her Western audience to radically re-think the 

artistic conventions associated with the depiction of North African women. Essaydiôs 

photographs lack the vibrant colours, luxurious trappings and naked flesh typically found 

in nineteenth-century European representations of the Arab world by male painters. In 

her photographs, Essaydi uses the female form óto respond to and deconstruct that idea 

about Arab women within Western artô.182 At this stage it is useful to examine exactly 

which stereotypes Essaydi was challenging and the reasons why these existed. I do so by 

first considering Edward Saidôs notion of óOrientalism,ô with reference to the post-

structuralist thought that informed it. Then, I consider the specific forms the othering of 

the Islamic world took historically and in the Western colonial project to identify 

prominent tropes Essaydiôs work engages with. Subsequently, I explore some specific 

works of visual art that embody these tropes, and Essaydiôs works that respond to them. 

4.3 Edward Said and Orientalism  

In 1978, Edward Said (1935ï2003) theorised that Orientalism was a kind of self-fulfilling 

'imaginative geography' that was used by Europeans, particularly the British and French, 

to rationalise their nineteenth-century colonial forays into North Africa, the Levant, and 

further afield, and bolster Western governance in the Middle East.183 Said conducted an 

analysis of a huge body of scholarly and artistic works related to or originating from the 

Arab Muslim regions in the late eighteenth century.184 This analysis focused on the 

óexteriority to what it describesô of this discourse ï the fact of its externality from its 

ostensible subject ï and the ways in which it represents the voice of the Orient. Said 

employed the term óexteriorityô in this context to refer to the mismatch between the 

Orientalist fantasy that European travellers had formed in their minds and the reality they 

encountered as tourists visiting the Middle East (which they did in increasing numbers 

 
181 Kurtz [accessed 18 October 2019]. 
182 Imani Cheers, óQ&A: Lalla Essaydi Challenges Muslim, Gender Stereotypes at the Museum 

of African Artô, PBS, 2012 <http://www.pbs.org/newshour/art/blog/2012/05/revisions.html> 

[accessed 9 March 2018]. 
183 Klaus Von Beyme, óFrom Exoticism to Postcolonial Art: Theorizing and Politicizing Art in 

the Age of Globalisationô, in Politics in South Asia: Culture, Rationality and Conceptual Flow, 

ed. by Siegfried Wolf et al. (London: Springer, 2015), pp.179ï188 (p. 180).  
184 Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Penguin, 2003) p. 20.  
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from the 1820s onwards). A sense of disillusionment and dissatisfaction was often 

recorded in the travelogues of European writers. For example, Von Beyme notes that the 

French poet Louise Colet (1810ï1876), who stayed at the court of the Khedive of Egypt 

in 1869 at the time of the opening of the Suez Canal, described her longing for sabre-

bearing Orientals in colourful robes, who sat on luxuriously weaved Persian carpets, 

smoking hookahs while being attended to by Nubian slaves under Babylonian lamps. The 

quotidian reality they encountered, so different from the exoticised images proffered to 

the Western public, seemed a huge disappointment.185  

According to Said, Orientalism is a style of thought based on an essentialist 

construction of the fundamental natures of the óbeingô and óknowledgeô between two 

opposing constructions: the Orient and the Occident. Said contends that, in Western 

Orientialist discourse, the Orient is never a ófree subject of thought and activity,ô but 

should rather be viewed as an arrangement of ideological and political practices whereby 

the Western subject posits the Orient and the Oriental and the discursive other.186 He also 

maintained that analysis of this discourse of Orientalism reveals how the characteristics 

and values attributed by the West to the Orient as the discursive other illustrate, in 

negative, the values the West was seeking to arrogate to itself in its discursive self-

construction.187 The other was accorded a specific set of qualities so that the self could 

lay claim to their opposites. In line with the Lacanian dictum that repression and the return 

of the repressed are one and the same, however, the cultural products of the colonial era 

demonstrate the forceful presence in the Western imaginary of precisely those values and 

characteristics imputed to the Oriental other.188 This will be demonstrated in greater detail 

in my analysis of Orientalist works of visual art later in this chapter. 

As should be apparent, there is a strong element of domination in such discursive 

othering. Along with the forceful expropriation of territories, the construction of the 

colonial imaginary took place not only through works of artistic and imaginative 

representation, but also scholarship and science. The non-Western other was made a 

subject of Western intellectual enquiry through the creation of fields such as 

 
185 Von Beyme, p. 182. 
186 Said, p. 20.  
187 Said, p. 6.  
188 Edward F. Dyck, óOn the Return of (the Repressed): Rhetoricô, Mosaic, 34.1 (2001), 93ï105, 

p. 94. 
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anthropology, and the quest for knowledge was posited as the ostensible justification for 

a range of colonial practices. Minh-ha has identified such practices in the idea of 

óterritorialised knowledge,ô which refers to óa mastery which I exert over areas of the 

unknown as I gather them within the fold of the known.ô189 As captured in Foucaultôs 

idea of power/knowledge, such efforts were by no means ideological neutral, but 

inscribed within their very premises a project of domination and subjection of the other.  

Saidôs Orientalism established a base for the critique of Western knowledge of the 

East that was not based on facts or reality, but on biased models in which the culture of 

the óOrientô was judged entirely differently from that of the óWestô.190 Making a notable 

exception of Germany, he began by examining how the conceptual, academic efforts of 

British and American Orientalists to comprehend the societies and cultures of the Eastern 

world were also underpinned by a political purpose: to create a specific type of authority 

over the Orient, through the production of knowledge about it.191 An important 

assumption in this model of knowing is the asymmetry of the relation of knowledge: the 

Western coloniser obtains knowledge of the colonial other; the colonial other is assumed 

not to know, at least not in the (modern, scientific) sense imputed to the coloniser. 

Said uses Foucault's hypothesis taken from his works Discipline and Punish and 

The History of Sexuality (1978) in which the French philosopher investigates types of 

power, how power operates using different mechanisms, and how it enters and controls 

aspects of daily life. As Minh-ha argures, concepts, societies and history cannot be 

genuinely comprehended or studied without understanding this power, and more 

importantly the connection between power and force. To elucidate this idea, Foucault 

coins the term ópower/knowledgeô. The conjunction implies that any item or body of 

knowledge implies a correlative position of power over the thing known. To know is to 

exercise dominion over something. A given socio-cultural configuration of knowledge 

and power is termed an óepisteme.ô An episteme is a discursive construction of a social, 

 
189 Minh-ha, p. 327.  
190 See: Hassan S. Waïl, Immigrant Narratives: Orientalism and Cultural Translation in Arab 

American and Arab British Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
191 Nurliyana Talib et al., óOrientalist Methodology in the Study of Islamic History and 

Civilizationô, in The Proceedings of the 5th International Symposium on Islamic, Civilization 

and Science (2014), pp. 28ï32 (p. 29); Ali Behdad and Luke Gartlan, eds., Photography's 

Orientalism: New Essays on Colonial Representation (Los Angeles, CA: Getty Publications, 
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cultural, and political world that determines the horizon of the thinkable: what can be 

thought, who possesses knowledge, how knowledge can be shared or obtained. For 

example, the episteme of the European Middle Ages accorded significant authority to the 

Church and priesthood in relation to knowledge, but this was reconfigured in modernityôs 

emphasis on scientific methods. These represent differing epistemes, with differing 

discursive constructions of knowledge that shape social power in differing ways. An 

important proviso of this view is the post-structuralist assumption that no representations 

are neutral. A given knowledge of a thing is a representation of it, and Foucault would 

hold that no representation is ideological neutral. Every representation will be shaped by 

this power that informs its production. 

Said applies Foucaultôs hypothesis in two ways. Firstly, he looks at the origins of 

power and investigates how it works in the context of OccidentïOrient relationships and, 

secondly, he presents the argument that discourse acts as a medium by means of which 

control is constituted and through which it produces the objects of learning. As Said puts 

it, 

éthe act of representing (and hence of reducing) others almost always involves 

some violence of some sort to the subject, as well as a contrast between the violence 

of the act of representing something and the calm exterior of the representation 

itself. The action or process of representing implies control, it implies 

accumulation, it implies confinement, it implies a certain kind of estrangement or 

disorientation on the part of the one representing. Because, above all, they involve 

consumption, representations are put to use in the domestic economy of an imperial 

society.192 

Following directly from this view of representation, Said analysed the discursive 

mechanisms of texts and images, revealing how they were the basis of the ideas upon 

which Europeans founded their imperialist discourse about the Orient, so the cultures and 

peoples of this vast region became defined by these images and texts. 

Said contended that both the Orient and the Occident are man-made spaces, 

concepts created by Western discourse: the vision of the world, in which Asia is divided 

up as óthe Eastô, óthe Middle Eastô and óthe Far Eastô is a Eurocentric concept ï there was 
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not originally any Arabic term to designate the area popularly referred to as the Middle 

East.193 This discourse, in which the world is divided into óthe Westô and óthe East,ô 

creates a hierarchy in which self is superior to the Other. This alterity or process of 

rendering another individual or culture Other is produced by means of discourse. As Said 

notes, this discourse can be constructed either etymologically (within academic or literary 

materials) or visually (by means of pictorial or symbolic representations) and can be 

found in a diverse range of texts and genres. In all these different forms it serves to 

establish and maintain hegemony. In simple terms, Orientalism can be seen as a Western 

discourse for ruling, reworking, and having expertise over the Orient. This discourse also 

determines how knowledge about the Orient, its peoples and cultures, is articulated in 

textual representations and controls the perspectives they adopt.194 It operates on the basis 

of topoi (i.e. formations and transformations of space and knowledge), generalisations 

and banalities and it can show stubborn persistence.  

Orientalism is also inextricably linked to the discourse of the European 

Enlightenment, a historical period in which the Arab world was depicted as uncivilised, 

inferior and extremely backward.195 Scholars constructed a historical narrative about the 

ascent of Europe which ignored the Islamic Middle East and the Ottoman Empire.196 The 

European conception of the Enlightenment was bound up with a unidirectional, 

teleological vision of history and culture. Human societies were believed to ascend toward 

ever greater levels of reason and rationality, from óprimitiveô superstition to the modern 

scientific outlook. The European Enlightenment was taken to represent the peak of this 

development, and all other cultures and societies ï past and present ï were evaluated in 

respect of their approximation to this ideal.  

The strategies used by Western historians to interpret non-Western societies were 

framed by Eurocentrism, an intellectual paradigm in which the rest of the world is 

 
193 Anne Maxwell, óFraming the non-West: New Approaches to the History of 
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believed to be a less important subject of study than Europe.197 Said illustrates his point 

by referring to examples of works by European authors that have helped to shape 

Orientalist discourse, including influential German philosopher Hegel. Hegel represents 

perhaps the clearest articulation of a vision of history as teleological development to 

modern Europe. Said notes that in his Vorlesungen über Philosophie der Weltgeschichte 

(Lectures on the Philosophy of World History, 1822ï1823) Hegel portrayed the Orient as 

lethargic and unchanging, arguing that although Islam had influenced Europe with its 

thoughts and values in its heyday, it had then declined and was irrelevant to the present 

day.198 From the late-nineteenth century onwards, these supremacist speculations helped 

to produce an image of Islam that harked back to the Enlightenment views which were 

likewise used to uphold the superior position of Europe.199 In this discourse, Islamic 

societies were populated by religious zealots and despots, individuals who were lethargic, 

ignorant and fearful of scientific knowledge. The Enlightenment galvanised 

Revolutionary France to further its imperial efforts.200  

According to Said, modern Orientalism dates back to 1798, when French troops 

led by Napoleon invaded Egypt, with the resulting French rule lasting until 1801.201 The 

French maintained they were releasing Egypt from the yoke of Ottoman ódictatorsô and 

introducing enlightenment and freedom to the Orient. Although this occupation lasted 

only three years, it greatly influenced the European view of the Islamic Middle East.  

In 1809, the French government published significant parts of the comprehensive 

Description de l'Égypte (1809ï1822), describing the geology, art, landmarks, and 

characteristics of the life and peoples of Egypt. This compelling work influenced French 

architecture and decorative arts during that era reflected the predominance of Egyptian 

themes found in the so-called Imperial style.202 This link with Egypt also began to attract 

increasing numbers of Western explorers to the Near and Middle East, with many of them 

choosing to depict their impressions in painting or capture them in photography, still a 

 
197 Michele Hannoosh, óPractices of Photography: Circulation and Mobility in the Nineteenth-

century Mediterranean,ô History of Photography, 40.1 (2016), 3ï27 (p. 5).  
198 Said, p. 29.  
199 Von Beyme, p. 1.  
200 Said, p. 9.  
201 Said, p. 76.  
202 Said, p. 4.  



112 

 

 

new medium of representation.203 At the beginning of the nineteenth century Orientalist 

artistic paintings also served as propaganda to support French colonialism, representing 

the East as a backward, wild and brutal place that needed to be restrained and enlightened 

by the rule of the French.204 

4.4 The Discourse of Islam as Other 

It is also worth reflecting briefly here on the specific nature of the discourse that has 

served to frame Islam as a particular type of Other to the European self, given that it re-

emerged strongly in the Orientalist art of the nineteenth century. This discourse is based 

partly on the European cultural memory of invasion and conflict represented by Al-

Andalus (Islamic Iberia 711ï1492) and the Ottoman Empire (from the Late Middle Ages 

until the early twentieth century). Although Christianity and Islam share some beliefs and 

there have been periods of peaceful co-existence with fruitful relations and trade between 

Christian Europe and Islam, political and territorial conflicts have led to contention and 

hostility. In the early Middle Ages, Muslims overthrew regions of the Byzantine Empire, 

of Spain and Sicily, and later extended their governance to areas of the Balkans, Eastern 

and Central Europe. They were considered not only a major political and military force 

in Europe but also exerted widespread cultural influence. This antagonistic relationship 

is the likely reason why Islam has been viewed as the most essential óotherô to Latin 

Christian European.205 The discourse of alterity that has been produced is one that 

emphasises the religious and social divide between the world of Muslims and Christian 

Europeans.  

Said points out that the stereotypes produced by this alterity have been continually 

subject to alteration over the course of time as they adjust to changing requirements and 

conditions. The image of óthe Turkô found in the period from the beginning of the 

Ottoman Empire in Constantinople in 1453 to the end of the sixteenth century was 

characterised by a discourse of fear and religious difference which branded the Ottomans 

as barbarian outsiders who were unwilling and unable to adjust to the culture of Europe. 
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A change in this prevailing opinion occurred around 1700 with the Enlightenment, when 

the Islamic world was equated with resistance to change and backwardness.206  

During the nineteenth century, stereotypical views appeared that continue to shape 

Western attitudes towards Islam and Muslims to this day.207 During the era of European 

Imperialism, the position of Islam and Muslims (or óOrientalsô) was shaped by the 

development of social, religious and political distinctions between Europeans and Islam 

and the idea that Islamic mores are diametrically opposed to those of Europe. The view 

of Islam as óthe enemyô also re-emerged in the nineteenth century and religious discourse 

posited the supposed ethical superiority of Christian Europe, as opposed to the vicious 

cruelty and irrational religious extremism of the Muslim Orient.208 Especially prevalent 

was the generalisation that Islam was an impediment to modernisation and development 

in all areas of socio-political life. This included the belief that Islam mistreated women.209 

Acceptance of European ideas and models was widely seen as the means to guarantee the 

required progress. 

At that time the Ottoman Empire was regarded as the óSick Man of Europeô and 

European powers were interested in determining the extent to which each of them would 

impact on the affairs of the Sultans without endangering European power.210 Stereotypes 

of this sort bolstered European personality and culture by showing how unique and 

unsurpassable European culture was. Rebellions by Christian minorities and other ethnic 

skirmishes in the last quarter of the nineteenth century occurred in Bosnia, Bulgaria, 

Macedonia and East Anatolia, and the barbarism meted out by all participants led to the 

vilification of the Ottomans.211 From the European perspective this was considered to be 

evidence of Oriental cruelty, with the Ottomans becoming the óMonstrous Turksô and 

Sultan Abdülhamid II (1842ï1918) being referred to as the óRed Sultanô since his hands 

were said to be dripping with the blood of his casualties.212 By the end of the nineteenth 

century and start of the twentieth century, practically every Muslim nation was under 
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European rule and those states that did maintain political autonomy (the Ottoman Empire, 

Persia and Afghanistan) were often virtually puppets to one or more European powers.  

In this nineteenth-century view of the Orient, these negative stereotypes were 

contrasted with equally erroneous positive stereotypes, based on idealised romantic 

notions of the Middle East. The overvaluation of the Oriental gave rise to the fiction that 

Arab societies had existed essentially unaltered from primitive times to the present, and 

were frozen in time. This trope is again a common one in colonial framings of the other, 

arising from the dichotomy posited between the modern West, engaged in a project of 

teleological development, and the pre-modern other whose cultural practices do not 

reflect such development and change, but rather an unchanging fixity. The settings of the 

Near East were also treated as a source of background for biblical themes.213 Western 

curiosity was piqued by the idea of finding an unadulterated exotic culture, free from the 

ócontaminationô of civilisation that could be voyeuristically experienced as exoticism.214 

 

Figure 21: William Holman Hunt, The Finding of Christ in the Temple, 1860. Oil on canvas, 

141.0 cm x 85.7 cm., Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery, Birmingham.  

 
213 Said, p. 6. After visiting Palestine in 1850, William Holman Hunt painted The Finding of 

Christ in the Temple (1860; Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery) and The Scapegoat (1854ï

55; Lady Lever Art Gallery, Port Sunlight) with a discernible Palestinian backdrop. 
214 Hassan, p. 17.  
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Figure 22: William Holman Hunt, The Scapegoat, 1854ï1856. Oil on canvas, 86 cm x 140 cm., 

Lady Lever Art Gallery, Port Sunlight, UK.  

This duality dominated depictions of the Arab world throughout the nineteenth 

century, in which males were generally demonised and women romanticised. Arab men 

are often represented armed with scimitars and daggers which present them as particularly 

dangerous, with French painter Eugène Delacroix (1798ï1863) being particularly noted 

for portraying themes of cruelty and violence in his Oriental work. Military might and 

brutality also featured heavily among the subjects of Orientalist art, portraying 

nineteenth-century conflicts such as the Greek War of Independence (1821ï1830), the 

Crimean War (1853ï1856) and the overthrow of Algeria by the French in 1830.215  

On the other hand, Arab women portrayed by Orientalists are represented as the 

victims of depraved polygamous despots, condemned to a life of sexual servitude within 

the confines of the harem.216 However, by exposing to public view ï and more 

importantly, to the male gaze ï the interior of the harem, the images disseminated by 

Orientalists blurred a crucial symbolic boundary in Islamic society. For the word óharemô 

has its origins in the Arabic óharam,ô referring to something that is forbidden by Islam, 

the term that is used to refer to those domestic spaces reserved for the women of 

household and considered out of bounds to all adult males save for close relations. In a 

sense, then, veiling can be seen as a response to clearly reinstate a private space. In the 

 
215 Said, pp. 8ï9.  
216 Said, p. 10.  
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Orientalist artworks, the importance of this concept appears to have been completely 

overlooked. 

It has been argued that the distorting effect of Orientalism has affected not only 

the lens through which the West views the East, but also how the East sees itself. The 

Orientalist perspective has influenced the lives of Arabs of both genders, but in particular 

those of women, since the impact of Western influence was to make rules stricter for 

women in Arab countries. Given that Western images suggested both the vulnerability 

and availability of Arab women, this had the effect of emasculating Arab men, who in 

response felt impelled to protect their women from becoming objects of Western male 

fantasy, and thus placed more emphasis on the use of the veil. It is difficult to determine 

whether this insistence on veiling women was actually a response to Western influence 

or simply a coincidence, but it is equally difficult to believe that the two bore no relation 

to each other.217 

In the European context, the collection of stories known as The Thousand and One 

Nights or The Arabian Nights also influenced Orientalist discourse, having become 

popular following various translations from the eighteenth century onwards, when Arabia 

was the subject of social and political interest.218 The story of Scheherazade who delayed 

her execution by recounting tales such as Aladdin, Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, and 

Sinbad the Sailor to the Persian King Shahryar introduced Europeans to a fantasy world 

of genies, flying carpets and magic lamps that was to become a popular representation of 

Oriental culture and peoples.219 

Victorian and Romantic authors such as Thackeray, Coleridge, Conan Doyle, 

Gaskell, Collins, de Quincey, Dickens and Scott were all inspired by the world of wonders 

represented in The Arabian Nights due both to its contrast with mundane reality and its 

apparent connections with real places and people. In addition, the translation of The 

Arabian Nights by Sir Richard Burton published in 1885 emphasised the exoticism and 

 
217 Alloula, p. xix.  
218 Tanya Sheehan, ed., Photography, History, Difference (Lebanon, NH: Dartmouth College 

Press, 2014), p. 6.  
219 Tim Allender, óMalfeasant Bodies, Orientalism, and Colonial Image-making, 1850ï1912ô, 

Paedagogica Historica, 53.6 (2017), 1ï18 (p. 3).  



117 

 

 

eroticism of the text.220 The Western world developed a taste for Eastern-inspired 

furniture, architectural motifs, textile and decorative arts during the nineteenth century, 

while in the British Aesthetic movement the whole concept of beauty was inspired by the 

themes of Oriental interiors.221 This style is typified, for example, in the Arab Hall created 

in the London home of painter Frederic Leighton (1830ï1896), which was decorated with 

mosaic tiles collected during his trips to the East.  

The positioning of the MENA region and its culture within the Western colonial 

imagination is thus deeply informed and influenced by such eroticised exoticism, which 

has in turn informed aspects of the cultureôs own self-understanding and self-presentation. 

Essaydiôs work is noteworthy for the extent to which it engages with and deconstructs the 

foundations of this imaginary, the influence of which persists in shaping Western attitudes 

to the MENA region. In the following section, I turn to a consideration of the specific 

ways in which Essaydi does this.  

4.5 Re-visioning the Orientalist Vision 

Essaydiôs cultural hybridity allows her to view traditional visual representations of Arab 

women from two very different perspectives: that of the Orientaliser and that of the 

Orientalised. Essaydi has explained how this twin perspective has been and remains a key 

inspiration for her work: 

When I look at Orientalist paintings, Iôm caught between being astounded by their 

beauty and being appalled by how Arabs ï particularly women, but also men ï are 

portrayed. The women are portrayed as passive sex slaves or dangerous fallen 

women ï in both cases, normally naked. The men are portrayed as weak, swarthy 

pimps. Not only do I wish to highlight these distortions in my work, but I also wish 

to provoke the viewer into looking at things differently, where the expected space 

competes with a different space ï a space that creates a new understanding.222  

Attending the opening of her exhibition at the San Diego Museum of Art, Essaydi 

commented on the effect of the Orientalistsô work: óUnfortunately, what they did is create 

 
220 See: Yasmin Hussain, Writing Diaspora: South Asian Women, Culture and Ethnicity 

(Abingdon: Routledge, 2017) 
221 Said, pp. 21ï22.  
222 Marianne Lentz, óDispelling Orientalismôs False Depiction of Arab Womenô, KVinfo, 23 

September 2013 <https://kvinfo.dk/dispelling-orientalisms-false-depiction-of-arab-

women/?lang=en> [accessed 18 October 2019]. 
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a world that doesnôt exist, except in the mind of the people who donôt know the culture 

[é] and the way they perceive us after that becomes problematicô.223 Her use of the 

pronoun óusô here could cover either North African women specifically, or the Arab world 

in general. 

Essaydi has explained that her relationship with Orientalist art began while she 

was in Paris, where found she herself initially drawn to these nineteenth-century paintings 

displayed in the Louvre for their aesthetic beauty. Later, during her postgraduate studies, 

she came into contact for the first time with Saidôs work on the notion of Orientalism and 

started to look again at these exoticised images of the Arab world, in particular the 

paintings that featured naked women, who were typically reclining seductively on divans 

and pillows, surrounded by all the trappings of luxury. As Essaydi looked more closely 

at Orientalist depictions of North African culture by male Europeans, she realised that 

these had nothing in common with the reality she had experienced in Morocco, growing 

up in a busy household surrounded by female family members and friends. She has also 

commented in an interview that óas an Arab woman, I don't recognise myself in those 

paintingsô.224 This failure of recognition proved a crucial first step to her subsequent 

interrogation of these representations.  

Her fascination with these nineteenth-century representations continued but she 

began to interrogate the nature of the fantasy element underpinning these images and 

decided to begin to use her own art to critically comment on and subvert these Orientalist 

representations of the female form. As part of her work towards her MFA, Essaydi created 

large pieces, based on work by the nineteenth-century French painter Jean-Léon Gérôme 

(1824ï1904), who was well known for his Orientalist images. Unlike some European 

artists who depended largely on travelogues and officially endorsed publications such as 

the Description de l'Égypte for their view of the Orient,225 Gérôme did journey throughout 

 
223 James Chute, óMaking Eye Contactô, Orlando Sentinel, 1 July 2015 

<https://www.orlandosentinel.com/sdut-san-diego-museum-of-art-lalla-essaydi-2015jul01-

htmlstory.html> [accessed 18 October 2019]. 
224 N. Leech, óWe Speak to Lalla Essaydi about Her First Solo Gallery Show in Dubaiô, The 

National, 1 July 2017 <https://www.thenational.ae/arts-culture/we-speak-to-lalla-essaydi-about-

her-first-solo-gallery-show-in-dubai-1.43515> [accessed 9 March 2018]. 
225 As Said notes, the French artist Antoine Jean Gros (1771ï1835) never visited the Middle 

East but was commissioned to execute a work portraying an event which took place during the 

Egyptian campaign. 
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Egypt and later painted scenes such as the slave markets (for example The Slave Market, 

1866; Figure 23) and bathhouses (Moorish Bath, 1870; Figure 24).226 Arab women were 

often the focal point of his work. However, in common with other Orientalist painters, he 

was interested in portraying what he saw as the Otherness of Arabs and their culture. 

Thus, the images he painted often came from his own fantasy and imagination or were 

inspired by earlier depictions of Oriental themes by European painters.227 Topics and 

material were chosen specifically for their ability to embody an otherness to the European 

audienceôs self-sameness, and intentionally made more exotic to appeal to the audienceôs 

desire for such. 

 

Figure 23: Jean-Léon Gérôme, The Slave Market, 1866. Oil on canvas, 84.6 cm x 63.3 cm., 

Clark Art Institute, Williamstown, MA, USA.  

 
226 Said, p. 11.  
227 As Said notes (p. 2), models dressed in a Middle Eastern style appear in Renaissance and 

Baroque works by artists such as Rembrandt, Bellini and Veronese, and harem scenes were 

eroticised in their paintings, showing scenarios to engage the aesthetic of Rococo France.  
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Figure 24: Jean-Léon Gérôme, Moorish Bath. Oil on canvas, 50.8 x 40.6 cm., Museum of Fine 

Arts (MFA), Boston, MA, USA.  

The other side of the equation, however, is the aesthetic appeal of the works. 

Essaydi herself has spoken about the seductive beauty of Orientalist paintings by Gérôme, 

arguing: óThat makes them really dangerous [é]. Their beauty allows us to absorb and 

to appreciate women being sold as slaves, and women being nakedô.228 Essaydiôs 

comment here emphasises the role of sensual appeal in the consolidation of ideology in 

the representation of the other. As she notes, for uncritical audiences, the aesthetic polish 

of the representation is sufficient to make the subject matter palatable, regardless what it 

is or the extent to which it may misrepresent the other. In this sense, the aestheticisation 

of the Orient is part and parcel of the colonial epistemological project of re-fashioning 

the Other in the image required for the Westôs self-conception.  

The feminist film critic and film-maker Laura Mulvey famously wrote about the 

need to analyse the images of female beauty in Western visual culture and ódestroyô them 

by creating alternative representations of women. She also referred to óthe thrill that 

 
228 Chute [accessed 18 October 2019].  
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comes from leaving the past behind without simply rejecting it, transcending outworn or 

oppressive forms, and daring to break with normal pleasurable expectations in order to 

conceive a new language of desire.ô229 In this sense, the tactic and the approach respond 

to the affective, eroticised dimension of the episteme that is being critiqued and 

deconstructed. As Orientalist works depend on the sensuality and affectively compelling 

aspect of their representation, Mulvey implies that those artists who seek to subvert the 

Orientalist model need to make use of such dimensions. Mulvey was particularly 

concerned about the need for women themselves to reformulate and revitalise images of 

femininity that did not simply represent females as passive objects of the male gaze, but 

instead to inscribe female desire in the images produced. Although she focused 

specifically on cinema in her piece, the point she makes provides a useful means of 

looking at Essaydiôs work and her approach to revisiting well-known Orientalist images. 

4.5.1 Les Femmes du Maroc (2005-2009)  

The successor to Converging Territories was Essaydiôs Les Femmes du Maroc 

photographic series, produced between 2005 and 2009. She returned to this theme in 2010 

again with Les Femmes du Maroc Revisited. (Examples of these pictures, and discussion 

of them, is provided in subsequent sections.) In these images, Essaydi deliberately staged 

and positioned the models to make them directly reminiscent of earlier Orientalist works. 

She then recontextualised the subjects, ideas and imagery found in the original paintings 

by European artists, producing photographs in which the Islamic women who are depicted 

assert their own identities and challenge the traditional Orientalist view of Arab women 

as a commodity to be owned by men. The photographic series challenge and interrogate 

the Orientalist perception of male/female and Occident and Orient power raised by such 

images.230 

In this series, Essaydi re-uses many of the representational techniques she had 

previously employed to great effect in Converging Territories. She indicates the direct 

implied link between her own work and that of the nineteenth-century Orientalists by 

choosing the title Les Femmes du Maroc (Women of Morocco) which literally echoes one 

of the titles usually given to one of Delacroixôs most well-known painting Les Femmes 

 
229 Mulvey, p. 45.  
230 Carol Solomon, óLalla Essaydi: Crossing Boundaries, Bridging Culturesô, Womenôs Art 

Journal, 37.1 (2016), 48ï50 (p. 49).  
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dôAlger (Women of Algeria) (also known as Femmes d'Alger dans leur appartement 

(Women of Algeria in their apartment) 1834, Figure 28).231 Here two of the representative 

works from the series are analysed in detail by comparing Essaydiôs version with the 

Orientalist original since this is what she encourages viewers to do, by naming each in a 

way that draws their attention to her imageôs relationship with pre-existing 

representations. La Grande Odalisque 2 suggests there was a first version of this image, 

in this case, La Grande Odalisque by French painter Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres 

(1780ï1867) (Figure 25), while, as noted above, Les Femmes du Maroc indicates both 

similarity and difference are to be expected in her re-visioning of Delacroixôs painting. 

 

Figure 25: Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres, La Grande Odalisque, 1814. Oil on canvas, 88.9 x 

162.6 cm., Louvre Museum, Paris.  

 
231 The Algerian feminist writer and film-maker Assia Djebar also used Delacroixôs painting as 

the inspiration for her Femmes d'Alger dans leur appartement a series of short stories about the 

lives of women in pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial Algeria. She also uses this work to 

engage critically with Orientalist representations of Muslim women by male European artists. 
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Figure 26: Lalla Essaydi, La Grande Odalisque 2, Les Femmes du Maroc, 2008. Chromogenic 

print mounted on aluminium, 30 x 40 in., private collection.  

4.5.2 La Grande Odalisque 2  

It has been argued in many readings of La Grande Odalisque that rather than representing 

a real woman, Ingresô intention was to represent the ideal of femininity, or perhaps more 

accurately the specific ideal of feminine beauty for European males of his time.232 Much 

has been made of the impossibly elongated body of the female figure that creates a long, 

sinuous line. The picture was strongly criticised for its distortion of anatomical reality by 

members of the French Academy when it was originally submitted for exhibition to the 

Paris Salon. Maigne, Chevellier and Norlöff concluded that if this were a real woman she 

would be diagnosed as suffering from curvature of the spine and a rotated pelvis.233 This 

is a fantasy woman in a fantasy setting, referred to by the feminist poet Jennifer 

MacKenzie as a ócool snail, curled on her blue divan.ô234 The female figure and the setting 

 
232 Carol Ockman, Ingres's Eroticized Bodies: Retracing the Serpentine Line (New Haven, CT: 

Yale University Press, 1995), p. 12.  
233 Jean-Yves Maigne, Gilles Chevellier and H®l¯ne Norlºff, óExtra Vertebrae in Ingresô La 

Grande Odalisqueô, Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine, 97.7 (2004), 342ï344 (p. 344).  
234 Jennifer MacKenzie, óOdalisquesô, Feminist Studies, 27.3 (2001), 576 (p. 576).  
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in which she is placed are indeed the product of fantasy since unlike some of his European 

contemporaries, Ingres never visited North Africa, Egypt or the Middle East, but drew on 

his own imagination and on other literary and artistic representations of the Orient to 

create this exoticised vision of femininity.  

In Ingresô original, the items surrounding her are all intended to heighten the 

sensuality of the representation. Their absence from Essaydiôs version or their 

transformation testifies to the fact that she considers these to be nothing more than 

stereotypical props in this staged Orientalist scene. Ingres pays close attention to his use 

of rich colours (aquamarine and yellow) to suggest opulence while the sheen on the richly 

patterned curtains and fabric upon which she lays suggests these are silk, the cushions 

velvet. The divan is also draped with an animal skin. To the far right, a faint trail of smoke 

suggests an incense burner and this is accompanied by an opium pipe.235 The figure holds 

a bejewelled fan with peacock feathers (considered in many readings a phallic symbol) 

and wears just three items of adornment: a set of golden bangles (a possible reminder of 

her slave-like condition?), a hair ornament with a setting of pearls matching the item of 

jewellery discarded on the divan and a head covering. Clearly, however, this striped and 

gold-tasselled Turkish-style turban is not a signifier of Islamic modesty for it has little in 

common with the style of headdress traditionally worn by North Africans. This is a 

fashion accessory, designed to reveal the wearerôs status.  

Most tellingly here, the female figure herself appears to be pulling to one side the 

curtain which should be screening off from public view the private living space for 

females and close relations (maharim) in the household (the literal meaning of the harem). 

In his book, Michael Harris argues that in Ingresô paintings featuring odalisques he gives 

power to the European male spectator, who ópossesses the nude women through 

voyeurism and fantasy because the paintings present an intrusive scenario: only the male 

possessor of the harem [é] legitimately could have visual access to the womanô.236 Harris 

also makes a broader point concerning the symbolic value of these Orientalist 

representations that they órehearsed or reiterated colonial and imperial adventure and its 

 
235 Although some critics refer to this as a hookah or water pipe, this is clearly not the case as 

the representation of this item in Delacroixôs painting illustrates. 
236 Michael D. Harris, Colored Pictures: Race and Visual Representation (Chapel Hill, NC: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2003), p. 130.  
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appropriation of land, resources, and people.ô237 Rana Kabbani likewise argues that these 

portrayals of nude or semi-nude females in private spaces offered óa means for the painter 

[é] to assert the balance of colonial power on the Orient of his imagination. The 

eroticism in particular was a way for male painters to access places they were otherwise 

prohibited from.ô238 

The fact that Ingresô La Grande Odalisque retains its continuing appeal as an icon 

of female óbeautyô can be seen in its use in contemporary advertising campaigns selling 

products aimed at women.239 Equally, the powerful visual impact of this piece has seen it 

parodied numerous times for different purposes, most memorably in a controversial 

iconoclastic poster entitled Do Women Have to Get Naked to Get into the Met. Museum? 

(Figure 27).240 This was designed by the feminist activist group The Guerrilla Girls who 

referred to themselves as óartivistsô, i.e. artists who create work that employs óa strong 

visual language, subversive wit, and collective identity [to] serve as key weapons for their 

interventions into the worlds of art, politics and the media, exposing domains where 

gender, racial and sexual injustices still lurk.ô241 

From her position as a female Muslim Moroccan artist occupying an in-between 

space between the East and the West, Essaydi also recognises the powerful visual impact 

of the work by male Orientalist artists of the nineteenth century, but rather than simply 

rejecting Ingresô image, she engages critically with this and re-visions it, disrupting the 

stereotypical pleasures of the male nineteenth-century Western gaze in which Arab 

women were positioned as passive objects. At the same time, her work also challenges 

viewers to reflect on more contemporary debates about the ósubmissivenessô of veiled 

Muslim women. 

 
237 Harris, p. 130.  
238 Rana Kabbani, Imperial Fictions: Europeôs Myths of the Orient (London: Al Saqi Books, 

2008), p. 12.  
239 Laura Oswald, óPsychoanalysis and Advertising: Positioning the Consumer in Advertising 

Discourseô, in American Academy of Advertising Conference Proceedings (New York, NY: 

American Academy of Advertising, 2008). 
240 An internet search using Google Images reveals dozens of parodies of the painting, some 

created for purely humorous reasons, others for more subversive ends. 
241 Kristen Raizada, óAn Interview with the Guerrilla Girlsô, NWSA Journal, 19.1 (2007), 39ï58 

(p. 39).  
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Figure 27: The Guerrilla Girls, Do Women Have To Be Naked to Get into the Met?, 1989. 

Screenprint on paper, 28 x 71 cm., Tate Modern, London.  

Essaydiôs reworking of Ingresô La Grande Odalisque subverts the Orientalist 

point of view. In the original work, the Orientalist setting with its suggestion of sensual 

pleasures mean that the female nudeôs pose and her gaze can be read as one of seduction. 

In Essaydiôs version, all of the stereotypical Orientalist signifiers of carnal pleasures have 

been removed. Although the female figure adopts a very similar pose, most of her body 

is swathed in a henna-imprinted material covered in Arabic calligraphy, as are her 

surroundings. Any areas of flesh that have been left uncovered, including the modelôs 

face, are effectively obscured by a óveilô of henna calligraphy which provides a protective 

layer, shielding her from the objectifying gaze of the viewer but allowing her to look 

directly at the observer. To most Westerners this also renders her expression literally 

unreadable but her direct eye-to-eye gaze has none of the wide-eyed mock innocence of 

Ingresô fantasy female. This is a defiant stare that clearly addresses the male observer as 

an unwelcome intruder in a private space, while the óveiledô body is no longer displayed 

in the typical óstate of pleasing vulnerabilityô particularly preferred by French Orientalist 

painters.242 It removes any threat of voyeuristic pleasure and eliminates the potentially 

controlling gaze.  

In Ingresô original, the title refers to the Orientalist understanding and use of the 

term óodalisqueô but Essaydi reminds viewers of the origins of the word. Etymologically, 

odalisque is derived from the Turkish óodaô (chamber) and in Ottoman times this title was 

given to females who acted as chambermaids or attendants to the sultanôs wives or 

concubines. Typically they were slaves given to the sultan by wealthy men and unless 

 
242 Kabbani, p. 121.  
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specifically selected for their beauty or talents, they would remain in the harem (the 

womenôs quarters of the palace), which according to the Turkish historian Gülru 

Necipoĵlu óresembled a monastery for young girls rather than the bordello of European 

imagination.ô243 In Essaydiôs work, the womanôs status is made explicit in the image by 

the fact that the soles of her feet are covered in henna, unlike the flawless version of her 

Orientalist counterpart.  

Essaydi employs a similar technique with her reworked version of Delacroix Les 

Femmes dôAlger (1834). While she retains much of the composition of the original 

picture, she strips it of its opulent colours and Orientalist trappings. The scene also 

incorporates Essaydiôs ubiquitous calligraphy. All revealing elements of the fashionably 

tight clothes worn by the three seated women which serve to reveal rather than conceal 

are replaced by loose-fitting robes. All cues to differences in social status are also 

eliminated. However, it is clear that there are age differences between the women in 

Essaydiôs scene, highlighting another stereotypical component of Orientalist harem 

scenes which is rarely commented upon: all the women portrayed by the European male 

artists are of a similar age profile because they are there only to display their physical 

assets. While in the original painting, the female figure on the left assumes the typical 

languid pose. Once again in this work, Essaydi óunmakes the fetishistic, formulaic and 

sometimes pornographic aspects of Orientalist painting and the Western view of women 

they encapsulate.ô244  

 

 
243 G¿lru Necipoĵlu, Architecture, Ceremonial and Power: The Topkapi Palace in the Fifteenth 

and Sixteenth Centuries (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991), p. 180.  
244 Bates College Museum of Art, Les Femmes du Maroc Exhibition Notes 

<http://www.bates.edu/museum/exhibitions/past-exhibitions/y2010/lalla-essaydi-les-femmes-

du-maroc/> [accessed 9 March 2018]. 
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Figure 28: Delacroix, Les Femmes dôAlger/Femmes d'Alger dans leur appartement, 1834. Oil 

on canvas, 180 x 229 cm., Louvre Museum, Paris.  

 

Figure 29: Lalla Essaydi, Les Femmes du Maroc #1, 2008. Chromogenic print mounted on 

aluminium, 30 x 40 in., private collection.  

One further element here which marks out a significant difference between the 

two works is the addition of the large curtains that appear to frame both sides of the 

photograph. Whilst in Delacroixôs work, the richly coloured brocade drapes situated on 
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the right-hand side of the painting seem to serve a merely decorative purpose, in Essaydiôs 

image they highlight the fact that in the Islamic world the harem serves a specific purpose: 

it is óa social space for women rather than a space created to serve the sexual appetites of 

men.ô245 This concept of accessible and non-accessible spaces was to form a central theme 

of her third major series of images entitled Harem.  

 Just as Ingresô La Grande Odalisque has proved to be an enduring visual image, 

generating numerous artistic re-creations, so Delacroixôs Les Femmes dôAlger was also 

re-imagined by Pablo Picasso who produced fifteen paintings and two lithographs 

inspired by this theme in response to the Algerian Revolution in the 1950s.246 His purpose 

was to encourage viewers to reflect on the fact that Delacroix painted his scene at the start 

of French Imperialism while Picasso remade this image as French Imperialism was about 

to end.247 

4.5.3 Les Femmes du Maroc Revisited  

A year later, as part of a series entitled Les Femmes du Maroc Revisited, Essaydi produced 

a further photograph that drew on another convention from Orientalist painting, namely 

the pairing of a pale-skinned reclining female and a dark-skinned slave or servant. In 

addition, the direct challenging gaze of the white model vividly calls to mind that of the 

female figure in the painting by Édouard Manet entitled Olympia (1863). The work was 

considered to be shocking when it was originally exhibited not due to the nudity of the 

female model but rather because her gaze was openly confrontational, despite the fact that 

a number of details in the painting suggested this was a representation of a sex worker.248 

 

 
245 Isra Ali, óThe Harem Fantasy in Nineteenth-Century Orientalist Paintingsô, Dialectical 

Anthropology, 39.1 (2015), 33ï46 (p. 44).  
246 See: Amanda Beresford, óPicasso's Les Femmes d'Alger Series (1954ï55) and the Algerian 

War of Independenceô, Journal of the Western Society for French History, 43 (2015), 98ï111. 
247 Elizabeth Cowling, Visiting Picasso: The Notebooks and Letters of Roland Penrose (New 

York: Thames & Hudson, 2006), p. 181.  
248 John A. Smith and Chris Jenks, óManetôs Olympiaô, Visual Studies, 21.2 (2006), 157ï166 (p. 
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Figure 30: Édouard Manet, Olympia, 1863. Oil on canvas, 130.5 x 190 cm., Musee dôOrsay, 

Paris.  

 

Figure 31: Lalla Essaydi, Les Femmes du Maroc Revisited #5, 2009. Chromogenic print 

mounted on aluminium, 30 x 40 in., private collection.  
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More recently, however, increasing attention has shifted to the role played by the 

black female figure in Manetôs painting and to the nature of her gaze, directed towards 

her white mistress. This also seems to be an issue that Essaydi addresses in this work. In 

this context, it is also useful to examine how white women and their black attendants 

(often slaves) were represented in photographic images produced during the colonial 

period. 

It has been argued that photography, a new medium combining technology and 

art, was instrumental in developing and sustaining Europeôs Orientalist vision of the 

Middle East.249 As new advancements improved the adaptability of the medium, 

photography started serving as a reflection of the natural environment in a more realistic 

way. However, at the same time, nineteenth-century photographers started to create 

photographs that fulfilled the demands of the art industry and the cravings of elite art 

collectors in Europe.250 

Alloula notes that as the art of photography began to spread in the nineteenth 

century, images recalling famous works of art by European Orientalist painters were 

reproduced on a large scale. He notes, for example, the similarities in composition 

between a postcard entitled Moorish Women in Their Quarters and Delacroix's second 

version of Women of Algiers in Their Apartment (1849).251 His analysis of the 

photographic postcards that were created by the French depicting Algerian women 

reveals how these women were exploited by the European colonialists as models. The 

small studios that began to emerge were largely under the control of European colonising 

powers, ensuring that Arab women were confined in European eyes to the part-imaginary, 

part-real world of the harem. However, Lindsey Moore offers an alternative reading, 

suggesting that the female models themselves developed their own ways to resist the male 

colonialistôs gaze. In her analysis of the orientalist photographs of Jean Geiser (1848ï

1923), Moore notes that the female models display óa spectrum of (dis)engagement with 

the photographer from distracted looks elsewhere to outright hostile challenge.ô252 

 
249 Said, p. 9.  
250 Valerie Kennedy, Edward Said: A Critical Introduction (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000), pp. 

25ï30.  
251 Alloula, p. 33.  
252 Moore, p. 35.  
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Figure 32: Jean Geiser, Moorish Women Dancing, 1910. Magazine illustration, 19.0 x 27.7 cm.  

This is well illustrated in another postcard from the period entitled A Moorish 

Woman with her Maid which pre-dates Manetôs Olympia but uses many of the same 

elements found in the odalisque genre: a reclining female model, exotic trappings 

including jewellery, carpets and cushions, and a black attendant. It is very clear in this 

particular example that neither of the women engage with the photographer or with us as 

viewers of the image. The expression on the face of the reclining female suggests 

resentment at an unwanted intrusion rather than the inviting over-the-shoulder glance 

typically found in odalisque paintings. The gaze of her black attendant is very different. 

The womanôs eyes are cast down but this does not appear to suggest inward-

looking contemplation or even an attempt to preserve modesty. It can be read possibly as 

the fearful repressed gaze of the black slave, or can be viewed as what some black 

feminists have chosen to refer to as an oppositional gaze, a gesture of resistance, a refusal 

to engage with not only the male gaze but the gaze of all oppressors, whether European 

colonialists or Arab mistress.253 Whatever the case, this gaze is strikingly different from 

that of the two black females portrayed in the Orientalist paintings referenced by Essaydi. 

 
253 bell hooks óThe Oppositional Gaze: Black Female Spectatorô, in The Feminism and Visual 

Culture Reader, ed. by Amelia Jones (Abingdon: Routledge, 2002), pp. 94ï105. 
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Figure 33: Félix Jacques Moulin, A Moorish Woman with Her Maid, c.1856. Albumen silver 

print, 18.1 x 22.8 cm., Getty Museum, Malibu, CA, USA.  

Comparing Essaydiôs Les Femmes du Maroc Revisited, #5 with both Olympia and 

Moulinôs photograph reveals both striking similarities and differences that help us to 

interpret this image. In both of the older images, the poses of the women clearly serve to 

represent the social divide between them: mistress and servant. A binary opposition is 

also established racially between light-skinned and dark-skinned women. However, in 

Essaydiôs reworking of the image, the women occupy the same physical space and there 

are no obvious markers of status. She does not erase the difference in the colour of the 

womenôs skin but avoids the stark black-white binary opposition of Orientalist art in 

which dark-skinned females often appear to be simply another exotic object, like the other 

recurrent props used by the painters. Most obviously, however, both women now share 

the defiant self-possessed stare of Manetôs white model originally perceived as a shocking 

challenge to patriarchy. Neither figure in Essaydiôs work feels obliged to adopt a strategy 

of resistance that evades the direct gaze as was the case for Moulinôs models. Here both 

women challenge the traditional Orientalist framing of women as seductive and 

submissive. More significantly, the direct gaze of the dark-skinned model also asserts that 
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no human being regardless of race or gender should ever be considered a mere commodity 

that can be owned by another.  

4.5.4 The Harem series 

Essaydiôs work took a different turn with the Harem series, which she began after 2009. 

Space is a major theme in these images: the imagined spaces of Orientalist painting, 

gendered spaces and liminal spaces. These spaces are also used by the artist to explore 

the subject of her identity. She has described her work as óintersecting with the presence 

and absence of boundaries ï of history, gender, architecture and culture ï that mark spaces 

of possibility and limitation. This is my story as wellô.254 As previously noted, some of 

the most popular Orientalist artworks responsible for creating a stereotypical mindset 

among Westerners about Muslim women claim to be representations of harems.255 

However, given that male artists would never have been permitted to enter a seraglio 

(womenôs apartments in an Ottoman palace), European artists drew upon their own 

imagination, on literature (in particular the stories of The Arabian Nights) and from the 

work of other artists, conjuring up fantastic visions of extravagantly decorated interiors 

filled with compliant females in various states of undress.256 The resulting Orientalist 

images were fantasy but are all too often still mistaken for historical fact. As Essaydi 

points out: 

It's obvious to anyone who cares to look that images of the harem and odalisque 

are still pervasive today, and I am using the female body to complicate assumptions 

and disrupt the Orientalist gaze. I want the viewer to become aware of Orientalism 

as a projection of the sexual fantasies of Western male artists, in other words, as a 

voyeuristic tradition, which involves peering into and distorting private space.257  

In this series, she employs a range of different representational techniques to 

engage with the theme of the harem. Firstly, she reclaims the spaces that had been 

employed by Orientalist painters as the staging for their representations of Arab women 

as concubines and odalisques by employing these as a background for her own Moroccan 

models. In these images, unlike her previous recontextualisations of nineteenth-century 

 
254 Kurtz [accessed 18 October 2019].  
255 In her book Women as Portrayed in Orientalist Painting (Paris: ACR Poche Couleur, 1994), 

Lynne Thornton references more than 150 artists who were particularly inspired by the harem. 
256 Said, p. 19.  
257 Waterhouse, p. 146.  
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paintings in which she eliminated all the stereotypical Orientalist elements, including the 

lush colours that were generally employed, Essaydi here makes use of the highly 

decorated surfaces found in buildings in her native Morocco. In later pieces in the series 

Harem Revisited, she also included the richly patterned rugs featuring botanically-

inspired motifs which are also common in the Arab world. As previously in all her work 

she also features Arabic calligraphy on the models themselves. By utilising these 

elements, Essaydi seems to be drawing not only on her personal memories but also 

reclaiming, from their appropriation by the Orientalists, forms of artistic representation 

that have their origins in the Islamic faith. It is useful here, then, to briefly consider how 

and why these distinctive styles emerged. 

4.5.1.1 Islamic art and aniconism 

Over the centuries, artists from the Islamic world working in various mediums have 

adapted their work to convey their personal ideas without representing the human form.258 

These artists drew on other styles, using art based on geometrical shapes, plant-based 

forms and calligraphy to create the distinctive artwork associated with North Africa, the 

Middle East and the Gulf States. For these artists, artistic expression was intended to act 

as a means of transmitting the message of Islam rather than serving as a means of 

depicting social reality.259 

The view that Islam rejects adornment, i.e. artistic expression, is an allegation 

frequently made by Orientalist scholars.260 However, passages from Islamic scriptures 

have been interpreted by some as providing clear textual evidence of the fact that Islam 

endorses the excellence of art. Two quotes from the Quran are typically cited by exegetes 

to support this opinion:  

O you who accept! Try not to deny yourselves of the great things of life which 

Allah has allowed you, yet you do not transgress, for Allah does not love the 

individuals who transgress.261 

 
258 Taylor Littleton and Maltby Sykes, eds., Advancing American Art: Painting, Politics, and 

Cultural Confrontation at Mid-century (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2005), p. 16.  
259 Littleton and Sykes, p. 6.  
260 Littleton and Syke, p. 29.  
261 Al -Maôidah 5: 87, https://quran.com/5/87?translations=17,18,19,20,21,22,40,84,85,95,101 

[accessed 20 February 2020]. 
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Who is there to deny the magnificence which God has delivered to His 

believers, and the great things among the methods for sustenance?262  

Furthermore, according to a popular Hadith (saying) of the Prophet Muhammad: óAllah 

is delightful and He adores excellence.ô 

The key factor that has influenced the idea of art in Islamic cultures is the religious 

belief that human beings may become beholden to the love of icons and figures, and Islam 

explicitly prohibits shirk (idolatry), i.e. the deification or worship of anyone or anything 

other than Allah. In the early days of Islam, figures and symbolism were disapproved of 

as they were seen to be representative of the excesses of the pagan past. Unlike many 

Christian places of worship which house tombs and relics of saints, images of angels or 

representations of the Virgin Mary or Jesus, this type of figural representation is explicitly 

banned in mosques.263  

Many Muslims still follow this principle and reject what they see as the 

unnecessary óbody reverenceô demonstrated in the West. This can also be seen for 

example in the resurgence in popularity of Islamic dress and deliberate avoidance of 

heavy make-up by Muslim women. As Burckhardt explains:  

By excluding all anthropomorphic images, at least within the religious realm, 

Islamic art aids man to be entirely himself. Instead of projecting his soul outside 

himself, he can remain in his ontological centre where he is both the vice-regent 

(khalifa) and slave (óabd) of God. Islamic art as a whole aims at creating an 

ambience which helps man to realise his primordial dignity; it therefore avoids 

everything that could be an óidolô, even in a relative and provisional manner. 

Nothing must stand between man and the invisible presence of God. Thus Islamic 

art creates a void; it eliminates in fact all the turmoil and passionate suggestions of 

the world, and in their stead creates an order that expresses equilibrium, serenity 

and peace.264 

 
262 Al -Aôraf 7: 32, https://www.islamicstudies.info/tafheem.php?sura= 7&verse=35&to=39 

[accessed 20 February 2020]. 
263 James G. Harper, ed., The Turk and Islam in the Western Eye, 1450ï1750: Visual Imagery 

before Orientalism (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017), pp. 20ï25.  
264 Titus Burckhardt, Mirror of the Intellect: Essays on Traditional Science and Sacred Art, 

trans. by William Stoddart (Albany: SUNY Press, 1987), p. 223. 
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In fact, although Islam is opposed to the depiction of animal and human forms in relation 

to art and architecture that has a primarily religious function, within the secular sphere, 

figural representations of this kind have been found in nearly all Islamic cultures.  

In early Islamic times, when humans and animals were used in Islamic art, these 

were mostly confined to the private structures of rulers. Representations of both humans 

and animals can be seen at Qasr Amra, built by Umayyad Caliph Al-Walid I (705ï715) 

in Jordan. The most significant scenes feature enemies of Islam: the Byzantine Emperor, 

the Visigothic King of Spain, and Khosrow (the Shah of Persia). An Ethiopian Negus 

(king) was also depicted as he had provided refuge to Muslims when they were facing 

persecution in Mecca in the early days of Islam. Falcons and lions were also depicted in 

hunting scenes and as heraldic symbols.265 It should be remembered too that as Islam 

spread beyond the Arabian Peninsula over the course of several centuries, the art 

associated with it was influenced by a vast range of distinct styles. Like many aspects of 

Islamic culture, Islamic art can be considered to be the result of a fusion of Persian, Arab, 

Mesopotamian and African culture, as well as Byzantine concepts.266 

Islamic artists aspire to produce work that is underpinned by specific qualities and 

achieved by following particular techniques. First and foremost, Islamic artists attempt to 

follow the creative technique that is reflected in the Quran since this is considered to be 

Islamôs masterpiece as it is believed by Muslims to represent the work of Allah himself. 

Meaning in this divinely inspired text is created by the complex interplay between its 

elements; each verse draws the reader into experiencing a range of contrasting emotions; 

desire followed by dread, supreme ecstasy giving way to abject misery. This constant 

repetition of contrasts to be found in the verses of the Quran serves to heighten the 

readerôs consciousness and produces a dynamic force which draws the individual ever 

onwards towards infinity and the divine. Ultimately, the experience of reciting the Quran 

allows the Muslim to feel the closeness of God, a condition described in the Quranic 

verse: óAt the point when the verses of the Beneficent are recounted unto them, they 

tumble down prostrate in reverence and tears.ô267 Thus, Islamic artists use their insights 

 
265 Abdu Basitl, óStudy of Decorative Art in the Muslim Religious Monuments with Religious 

Significanceô, Journal of Asian Civilizations, 38.2 (2015), 38ï40 (p. 39).  
266 Laura Emilia Parodi, ed., The Visual World of Muslim India: The Art, Culture and Society of 

the Deccan in the Early Modern Era (London: I. B. Tauris, 2014), pp. 36ï8.  
267 Alwazzan, p. 58.  
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into the structure of the Quran to devise new techniques and develop ways to attempt to 

portray these qualities of the glorious Creator who created amazing beings like men.268 

The Arabic word musawwir (literally ómaker of formsô, i.e. artist) is used as an epithet 

for God himself. Geometrical patterns were used to evoke these ceaselessly repeating 

contrasts. Vegetal forms mirrored the abundance of divine creation while calligraphy 

sought to give form to the word of God. 

Secondly, Muslim artists are mindful of the fact that the Quran also cautions 

against art for artôs sake since this can cause individuals to be led astray and diverted from 

their true purpose in life as believers: óWith respect to the writers, the failing tail them. 

Have you not perceived how they meander diverted in each valley? Whatôs more, how 

they say what they hone not?ô269 However, the Quran also makes it clear that those who 

create work that testifies to the greatness of God for worshippers and glorifies His name 

are behaving in keeping with the divine will: óThe individuals who accept, do great work, 

and draw in much in the recognition of Allahô.270 The work of Islamic artists was therefore 

directed by this key idea, meaning that what they produced was always intended to serve 

this purpose, of revealing the divine, regardless of the materials they worked with, 

whether this was clay, fabric, vellum, metal, wood, etc.  

However, Islamic art has maintained some core qualities and unifying 

characteristics, the most easily recognisable being óits predilection for all-over surface 

designô, which is also one of the most distinctive elements of Essaydiôs photographic 

creations.271 Islamic art is noted for employing geometrical shapes, often inspired on the 

basis of mathematical shapes and structures, with artists demonstrating their creativity 

and imagination by incorporating these into both artwork and architecture. These patterns 

were particularly valued in the decoration of mosques as they were thought to promote 

spiritual thought, as noted above.  

The origins of the cultural influences on this geometrical art are still under 

debate.272 It has been argued that primitive geometrical ornamentation was utilised in 

Ancient Egypt and has also been found in Mesopotamia, Persia, Syria and India. The star 

 
268 Littleton and Sykes, p. 28.  
269 Al -Shuôara 26: 224ï26, https://quran.com/26/224 [accessed 20 February 2020]. 
270 Al -Shuôara 26: 227, https://quran.com/26/227 [accessed 20 February 2020]. 
271 Littleon and Sykes, p. 29.  
272 Littleton and Sykes, p. 62.  
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design, for example, which is frequently associated with the patterns seen in ceramic tiling 

in Islamic architecture, was also widely employed by the Copts of Egypt who were 

interested in studying geometry.273 This style of art requires extensive knowledge of 

advanced geometry to create complex, exquisite designs by simply joining shapes 

together.274 The Turkish Topkapi Scrolls, which date back to the fifteenth century, 

illustrate how geometry was methodically employed for design purposes by Muslim 

mathematicians, philosophers and engineers.275 These scrolls also provide evidence that 

skilled Muslim workers created hypothetical guidelines for geometrical designs, 

contradicting the view voiced by some Orientalists that Islamic geometrical art was 

produced by accident.276  

Given that the strength of the Islamic prohibition against depicting living things 

tends to decrease as we descend from humans to animals to the plant kingdom, this helps 

to explain why foliage and flowers, particularly highly stylised acanthus and vines, are 

also frequently utilised in Islamic art, and are often interwoven with geometrical designs. 

In addition to its use for decoration of architectural structures, this kind of art can be seen 

in numerous elaborate works produced on earthenware, wood, leather and coloured 

ceramic tiles. As with so many of the elements associated with Islamic art, this design 

element was influenced by a range of culturesô representational practices.277 

The third type of art which was particularly prized within Islamic culture was 

calligraphy, for various reasons. First and foremost, this art form derives its great 

significance from the reverence accorded to the Quran by Muslims.278 According to 

Islamic tradition, blessings are guaranteed for those who read and write this text. Within 

the Quran itself, the pen is mentioned as an instrument of knowledge: óRead! Your Lord 

is the Most Bounteous, Who has instructed the utilisation of the pen, showed man what 

he didnôt have even an inkling.ô279  

 
273 Jonathan M. Bloom, ed. Early Islamic Art and Architecture (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017), 

pp. 40ï5.  
274 Shihab Al-Din Al-Nuwayri, The Ultimate Ambition in the Arts of Erudition, trans. by Elias 

Muhanna (London: Penguin, 2016), pp. 88ï9.  
275 See: Brian Wichmann and David Wade, Islamic Design: A Mathematical Approach 

(Chamonix: Birkhäuser, 2017) 
276 Wichmann and Wade, p. 34.  
277 Littleton and Sykes, p. 63.  
278 Littleton and Sykes, p. 60.  
279 Al -óAlaq 96: 3ï5, https://quran.com/96 [accessed 20 February 2020]. 
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Calligraphy served not simply as a way of ornamenting text but also of paying 

reverence to and remembering the teachings of Allah. It also served as means of recording 

Arabic, the language of the Quran which must be employed for prayer.280 Arab culture 

has also traditionally placed particular emphasis on using writing to document history and 

create poetry. It is said that the Prophet Muhammad stated: óLook for pleasant 

composition for it is one of the keys of subsistenceô while the fourth Caliph, Ali, referred 

to calligraphy as: óThe excellent written work which reinforces the clearness of exemplary 

nature.ô281 

Two main styles of Arabic calligraphy exist. Naskhi is the older style but more 

closely resembles the characters used in current written Arabic. The second is kufic, a 

name referring to the city of Kufa where it was first developed by writers involved with 

the codification into written form of the Quran and who established an acclaimed 

academy of composition.282 Naskhi calligraphy, which is recognised by the rounded 

shape of its letters, was widely used by the Ottomans and has proved to be more successful 

than the rectangular-shape kufic calligraphic style.  

All three of these design elements, geometrical and botanical designs together 

with calligraphy, are associated with the idea of the Arabesque, a form of design which 

features prominently as surface decoration in Islamic architecture in which botanical 

patterns, geometrical shapes or a mixture of both are intertwined but remain autonomous, 

each framing some portion of the entire outline of the artistic design as a whole. The effect 

caused by viewing these patterns in sacred spaces is said to induce meditation by 

gradually drawing the observer into the contemplation of the divine. 

In her work, Essaydi incorporates all of these traditional elements of Islamic art 

but uses them in new and surprising ways in her representations of the female form. 

Wearing specially designed clothing that exactly mirrors the tiles on floor and wall 

surfaces, the contours of the bodies of Essaydiôs models blend into their environment: 

their hands, feet and faces veiled by henna calligraphy. Once again, the female body is 

both present and absent, visible and invisible, and can elude the voyeuristic male gaze. 

 
280 Littleton and Sykes, p. 62.  
281 S. al-Jaburi, óThe Prophetôs Letter to the Byzantine Emperor Heracliusô, Hamdard Islamicus, 

1 (1978), 36ï50 (p. 45). 
282 Littleton and Sykes, p. 70. 
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They can gaze without being gazed at. At the same time, these images also act as a 

counterpoint to contemporary media stereotypes of Muslim women garbed in black, 

veiled and subjugated. 

As noted previously, Arab women were historically shown as averting their gaze 

in Eastern paintings, or looking innocently outwards, attracting the viewer in, enticing the 

viewer to indulge in a type of sexual ownership of the female form depicted. In complete 

contrast, Essaydiôs models stare straight at the viewer, in a tone of defiance. Through this, 

they establish autonomy over their bodies and their place in the world, comfortable in 

their notion of who they are and what they are in sexual terms. This position exemplifies 

the Eastôs modern attitude towards womenôs equality, and jettisons the colonial influences 

that guided European artists of the nineteenth century in their view. This is demonstrated 

well in Harem #5 (Figure 35). Although the figure is almost naked, and the throw with 

which she is covered almost transparent, she is also almost covered in henna and 

calligraphy as a metaphor for veil. She is also camouflaged against the background, from 

which she gazes out at the viewer confidently. This disrupts the power relations of the 

gaze and the gazed at conventional in orientalist portraits, gesturing at the ways in which 

invisibility is deployed as a subversive technique.  

 

 

Figure 34: Lalla Essaydi, Harem #2, 2009. Chromogenic print mounted to aluminium, 48 x 60 

in., private collection.  
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Figure 35: Lalla Essaydi, Harem #5, 2009. Chromogenic print mounted to aluminium, 48 x 60 

in., private collection. 

 In another set of images from this series, Essaydi poses her models in liminal 

spaces within Moroccan buildings ï doorways, thresholds, archways, corridors ï as 

though to symbolise the nature of the in-between space which she inhabits, working 

between cultures, continents and worldviews, an experience she represents in her artwork. 

Some of Essaydiôs works show opposing views of the same space. In one we are situated 

as outside observers, staring in through the doorway to the interior space beyond at the 

female figure framed by multiple archways; in its counterpart image, we share the 

perspective of the female figure who stares out from the same doorway into the space 

beyond which is also framed by multiple thresholds. However, in these images we are 

ultimately denied access to what lies beyond the threshold: the womenôs quarters 

themselves. In these and other images, the artist also engages with ideas about gendered 

space in the Islamic world. As previously noted, the harem was originally a private 

domestic and social space for women and only later acquired the negative connotations 

associated with its Orientalised meaning. When we are finally given access to the 

womenôs space, as noted above, any voyeuristic gaze is prevented by the representational 

techniques that Essaydi uses to depict the female figures. The surroundings that the 

models are in are often as significant as the models themselves, as some of the rooms they 

are photographed in would not traditionally have admitted women. The very act of simply 
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being there is therefore an emotional and empowering experience, which adds a further 

level of significance to the images. 

 

Figure 36: Lalla Essaydi, Harem #11, 2009. Chromogenic print mounted to aluminium, 40 x 30 

in., private collection.  

4.5.5 The Bullets series (2009) and Bullets Revisited (2014) 

In the more recent series of works entitled Bullets and Bullets Revisited, Essaydi once 

again engages with Orientalism but appears to be more interested in combining her 

fascination with representational issues concerning the construction of Arab femininity 

with more contemporary political concerns. In this series, the images can also be said to 

pay homage to Shirin Neshat, an Iranian-American visual artist and film director who is 

noted for creating a series of self-portraits in which she is veiled in a black chador and 

brandishes weapons, against a background of painted Arabic words.  
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Figure 37: Shirin Neshat, Seeking Matyrdom, 1994. Original calligraphy and hand colouring on 

gelatin silver print, 25 x 20 cm., Galleria Fumagalli, Milan, Italy.  

As shown in Figure 37, these images are visually arresting with their combination 

of monochrome female image and background with the saturated blood-red colour of the 

hands.283 Iftikar Dadi refers to these images as post-colonial allegories and it can be 

argued that both Neshat and Essaydi make political statements from the same in-between, 

dual-identity space, rooted in both East and West, using their work to explore the 

complexities and contradictions of this identity.284  

Although Neshatôs work from the 1990s appears more overtly political than that 

of Essaydi, they both seek to use their photography for conveying messages about social 

and political issues in a way that has lost favour among some Western artists. However, 

as Nada Shabout, the director of Contemporary Arab and Muslim Studies at the 

 
283 Tunisian artist Héla Ammar also uses the striking contrast between white and red to great 

effect in her series of images entitled Purification (2009) in which a white clad female model set 

against a white background is paired with a deep bowl of blood-red liquid. 
284 Iftikar Dadi, óShirin Neshatôs Photographs as Postcolonial Allegoriesô, Signs: Journal of 

Women in Culture and Society, 34.1 (2008), 125ï26 (pp. 125ï6); Susannah B. Darrow, 

óNegotiating Hybridity in the Work of Lalla Essaydi: An Exploration of Gazeô (unpublished 

masters thesis, Georgia State University, 2013). 
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University of North Texas, has argued, this socio-political dimension remains intrinsic to 

contemporary Arab art, since for most Arab practitioners, óThe notion of art for artôs sake 

is inconceivable.ô285  

Essaydi eschews Neshatôs use of black and white, which evokes newspaper 

images of those involved in/affected by acts of violence and instead returns to the more 

muted colours of the work that preceded the Harem series. Here, the clothes and bodies 

of the female models are often sepia-tinted due to the fact that they are covered with henna 

calligraphy. Many also continue to evoke the nineteenth-century Orientalism of the 

odalisque. In conversation, Essaydi commented that she was originally going to call this 

series Reload explaining:  

Bullet shells, especially the .22-caliber ones that I work with for the dresses, usually 

can be reloaded [é] But it is also like reloading the history. I gather all the 

information, put it in my head, live with it and then upload it again but in a different 

context.286 

In this series Essaydi adds a new element to the background in this photographs and also 

frequently to the clothing worn by the models, by introducing what at first sight appear 

to be gold and silver sequins. Closer examination reveals, however, that these are, in fact, 

the bullets referred to in the title of the series. Thus, in Figure 38 the intricate geometrical 

patterns that are reminiscent of the tiled surfaces that form the backdrop to her female 

models in the Harem series are constructed here of shell cases sewn together, bringing a 

more sinister tone to the image. 287 Previously, Essaydiôs languid, reclining females could 

be read as subversive re-creations of nineteenth-century Orientalist representations of 

femininity, with the modelôs defiant gaze challenging the power relations that were 

embodied inherently in the original paintings. Now, however, it is difficult not to read 

this more overtly politically charged image in a quite different manner.  

 
285 Juliet Highet, óMideast coolô, Saudi Aramco World, May/June 

2011 <http://lallaessaydi.com/news/PDFS/Articles/Saudi_Aramco_World_Mideast_Cool.pdf> 

[accessed 9 March 2018]. 
286 Virginie Kippelen, óA Conversation with Lalla Essaydi about Bullets, the Arab Spring and 

Violence against Womenô, Artsatl, 17 February 2017 <http://artsatl.com/ conversation-lalla-

essaydi-bullets-arab-spring-violence-women> [accessed 28 January 2019]. 
287 Kippelen [accessed 28 January 2019]. Essaydi explained in interview that the thousands of 

bullet cases required were sourced from gun ranges in America where people train to use 

firearms. They were gathered up by the bucketful, sorted and then machine cut and pierced so 

that they could be woven into tapestries or fabric for the modelôs clothes. 
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The modelôs pose suggests not only that of the seductive odalisque but also that 

of the sprawling corpse, a victim of violence frozen in death in the kind of images 

captured by war-zone journalists. The femaleôs gaze now becomes even more 

disconcerting, for it can be interpreted not only as an expression of defiance but a lifeless 

stare. The disturbingly ambiguous quality of this particular image is heightened by the 

central positioning of something that we cannot quite make out. It is possibly a drape or 

an item of clothing but it refuses to fully resolve itself and creates an odd disturbance in 

the exact centre of the image and draws our eye to this fracture in the otherwise beautiful 

patterning of the backdrop. The bullet-fringed cloth that hangs over the back of the divan 

also resembles a claw. All these elements contribute to making this one of Essaydiôs most 

unsettling images. 

 

Figure 38: Lalla Essaydi, Odalisque with bullet shells, Bullets series, 2009. Chromogenic print 

mounted to aluminium, 48 x 60 in., private collection.  

In the interview, the artist herself referred to the socio-political events that inspired 

this series of photographs, noting her initial excitement at the role played by women in 

the street protests that epitomised the series of popular uprisings now commonly referred 

to as the Arab Spring. However, her hopes that this would bring about a shift in womenôs 

status in the Arab world were soon dashed when a conservative backlash followed: 
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On the squares, there were a lot of rapes and beatings. [é] Bullets is about that 

violence projected on women, specifically physical violence during gatherings in 

the squares in Egypt and other places. [é] The only things I could do is to put it in 

my work and show the world what women were subjected to.288  

Interestingly, when Essaydi returned to the themes and materials of Bullets in the series 

entitled Bullets Revisited, she produced some of the most powerful images of women in 

her work to date, possibly inspired by the material that she was working with. The artist 

observed in interview that once the discarded bullet shells had been fully prepared and 

could be woven into fabric, the garments that were made with this material were very 

heavy and she likened them to armour. She also commented on how the clothes worn by 

her female models had evolved over the course of her work: óBefore, the dresses [é] 

were very fluid ï everyone used to think it was very feminine. [In this work] the dresses 

are completely covered with bullets. The women themselves become bullets.ô289 The 

sense of female power is perhaps most clearly illustrated in the image shown in Figure 

39. 

The female modelôs rigid upright pose is that of a powerful ruler, seemingly 

enthroned against the opulence of a shimmering backdrop. Regally, she stares out directly 

at the onlooker, veiled liked all Essaydiôs women in calligraphy. Significantly, the soft 

folds of her henna-inscribed robes spill out from inside her golden overgarments. Their 

metallic sheen brings to mind not only the cloth of gold much favoured historically by 

monarchs but also the chainmail worn by warriors. Metaphorically, then, this is 

femininity cloaked in power and it makes a striking counterpoint to the images of 

vulnerability suggested by many of the portraits Essaydi produced in Bullets. Perhaps 

mindful of the fact that Muslim women are stereotypically represented as oppressed, 

passive victims, Essaydi here chooses to redress the balance. 

Her photograph is also uncannily reminiscent of a much older image of female 

power, captured in the bronze statue entitled Isis, Goddess of Life by Belgian artist 

Auguste Puttemans shown in Figure 40. Measuring over seven feet in height, Puttemansô 

representation is undoubtedly one of feminine power. Closer inspection reveals that the 

somewhat awkward left hand of Essaydiôs model mirrors that seen in the statue, while the 

 
288 Kippelen [accessed 28 January 2019]. 
289 Kippelen [accessed 28 January 2019]. 
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veil worn by Puttemansô goddess has its counterpart in Essaydiôs veil of calligraphy. The 

same contrast between free-flowing folds and unyielding surfaces found in Puttemansô 

representation also seems to be present in Essaydiôs image.  

 

Figure 39: Lalla Essaydi, Bullet Revisited #44, 2014. Chromogenic print mounted to aluminium, 

152.4 x 121.9 cm., private collection.  

 

Figure 40: Auguste Puttemans, Isis, Goddess of Life, c.1922. Bronze, 2.3m tall, Herbert Hoover 

National Historic Site, West Branch, IO, USA. 
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 In Puttemansô sculpture, Isis remains veiled, although her features are still visible, 

and the statue carries an inscription in French together with an English translation which 

reads óI am all that has been and is and shall be; and no mortal has ever lifted my mantle.ô 

In her book, Ludmilla Jordanova explores some of the multiple meanings that have been 

attributed to representations of Isis as a veiled female icon over the centuries and perhaps, 

for Essaydi, it is this very lack of fixed meaning attributed to this symbol that attracted 

her to its power.290 The Moroccan-born artist wrote in 2015 óI wish for my work to be as 

vividly present and yet as elusive as ñwomanò herself. Not simply because she is veiled 

or turns away ï but because she is still in progressô.291  

 As this discussion has demonstrated, one can trace in Essaydiôs work a persistent 

and searching interrogation of predominant tropes of the depiction of Aarab women in 

Orientalist art. The somewhat oblique aesthetic deconstruction of the earlier work 

develops into a more directly political register in collections such as Bullets and Bullets 

2, but throughout her oeuvre one can discern a preoccupation with the place of Arab 

women in these imaginative spaces, and an exploration of the ways private and public 

space are framed and enforced in them. It is this exploration of the private/public 

distinction in the imaginative space, and the implications of this for representations of 

Arab women, that most closely links Essaydiôs work to that of Shadi Ghadirian. 

4.6 Shadi Ghadirian 

Another Iranian photographer Shadi Ghadirian represents the younger generation of 

Iranian visual artists, having been born in 1974 in the countryôs capital. Her work has 

been displayed as part of group and solo exhibitions in North America, Asia (Turkey, 

Bangladesh and India), Europe (the UK, Belgium, Austria, Germany, Italy and France) 

and widely throughout the Middle East.  

In 1995, while she was studying for her BA in Photography at Azad University in 

Tehran, Ghadirian obtained a part-time job making prints from old glass photographic 

plates in the small Museum of Photography (Aks Khaneh) located in the Golestan Palace 

in the Iranian capital. The museum houses a collection of 48,000 Iranian photographs 

 
290 See: Ludmilla Jordanova, Sexual Visions: Images of Gender in Science and Medicine 

between the Eighteenth and Twentieth Centuries (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 

1993) 
291 Leech [accessed 9 March 2018].  
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from the Qajar era, only a small amount of which are currently on public display.292 Most 

of the material in the archive can only be viewed by researchers and publishers. Ghadirian 

was amazed by the large numbers of images of women that she found in the collection, 

many of them showing the wives and children of Nasir al-Din Shah in their palace 

quarters. A large number of these photographs were taken by him or the women who were 

part of his family. As a result, she decided that for her final year project she would produce 

a series of photographs inspired by these studio portraits, and even received permission 

from the museum director to use the backdrops originally used in photographic studios of 

the period.293 

4.6.1 Qajar series (1998-1999) 

Ghadirianôs 1998 Qajar series consists of sepia-tinted images of Iranian young women, 

pictured individually or in pairs, posing against painted backdrops that closely resemble 

those that can be seen in surviving Qajar period photographs. For these works which 

continue the project she began in her final year as an undergraduate, Ghadirian recreated 

a typical photographic studio of the mid-1800s in her Tehran home. The backdrops 

against which her figures are posed in this series was a recreation by one of Ghadirianôs 

painter friends of the type of studio backdrops used by Tehran-born photographer Antoin 

Sevruguin who operated one of the most successful commercial photography studios in 

the mid- to late-nineteenth century in Iran. He also had close ties with the Qajar ruler 

Nasir al-Din Shah, taking photographic portraits of several members of the royal 

family.294  

Her decision to call the series Qajar clearly announces to viewers her intention in 

these works to directly reference representations of women from this period when 

photography was first introduced in Iran. Like Neshat before her, she óresurrects a 

traditional form of portrait photograph popular in the Qajar dynasty in mid-nineteenth-

 
292 Sophia Smith, Searching for Authenticity: Qajar Iran Photography, 2016a 

<https://sophia.smith.edu/blog/qajarphotography> [accessed 4 May 2018]. 
293 See: Mitra Memarzia, óContemporary Iranian Women Artists: A Practice Based Analysis of 

Identityô (unpublished doctoral thesis, Sheffield Hallam University, 2006).  
294 Jessica Lack, óArtist of the Week 27: Shadi Ghadirianô, The Guardian, 5 February 2009 

<https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2009/feb/05/artist-shadi-ghadirian> [accessed 18 

October 2019]. 
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century Iranô; however, even a cursory glance at the works in this series shows that her 

approach in these pieces is very different to that adopted by the older visual artist.295  

The women in the photographs, who are Ghadirianôs own friends and relatives, 

are dressed in a mix of vintage clothes and traditional costumes specially made for the 

photographs.296 This is also true of Lalla Essaydiôs work, and there is an interesting point to be 

made here about the reasons for the use of friends and relatives by female artists in the Arab world 

as opposed to the typical practice of the use of models by male European artists. I explore this 

with reference to the idea of óparticipatoryô works (in contrast to representative works) later in 

the thesis, in connection with the work of Manal Al-Dowayan and Mona Hatoum. Some of these 

women are fully veiled, wearing the chador and rubandeh that would once have been 

used by Iranian women outside the home (see Figure 46); others are dressed in courtly 

period costume with elaborately decorated shaliteh and waistcoat over wide-legged silk 

trousers tapered at the ankles (popularly known as harem pants in Western fashion). All 

the women portrayed here wear socks without shoes, a clear indication that they are within 

the private domain and all of them without exception also wear some form of head 

covering. Interestingly, one of the portraits represents a woman seated cross-legged on the floor 

accompanied by a pair of what look like walking shoes used for hiking. This modern footwear 

contrasts strikingly with her traditional costume and may be intended to highlight another of the 

seemingly arbitrary prohibitions imposed on women by the Iranian government. According to 

Freedom House, women have been punished for óshowing part of oneôs hair, using cosmetics, 

wearing sunglasses, wearing a tight or short manteau [é], showing skin above the wrist or ankle, 

showing neckline, and wearing boots over (rather than under) trousers.ô297 In addition, since 

during the Qajar period óthe paragon of female beauty was [é] embodied in a woman 

with a thick monobrowô, many of the women in the photographs have also had make-up 

applied to reproduce this distinctive look.298 Finally, as was often the case in studio 

portraits of the Qajar period, props provided by the photographer also feature in the 

 
295 Ellen Feldman, óForeign Objects: Photographs by Shadi Ghadirianô, Womenôs Review of 

Books, 27.3 (2010), 18ï19 (p. 18).  
296 Lack [accessed 18 October 2019]. 
297 Nayereh Tohidi, óWomenôs Rights in the Middle East and North Africa: Progress against 

Resistanceô, Freedom House, 2010 <http://freedomhouse.org/uploads/special-

report/section/254.pdf> [accessed 14 May 2018]. 
298 Melissa Heer, óRestaging Time: Photography, Performance and Anachronism in Shadi 

Ghadirianôs Qajar Seriesô, Iranian Studies 45.4 (2012), 537ï548 (p. 540).  
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images including potted plants, richly patterned rugs, occasional tables and wooden 

chairs. 

A much reproduced portrait from this period of Fatema Soltan, the most important 

wife of Nasir al-Din Shah, usually referred to by her official title of Anǭs-Al-Dawla 

(Companion of the Sovereign), illustrates many of these features.299 In this respect, it 

could be argued that Ghadirian demonstrates her detailed knowledge of the conventions 

of Qajar studio portraiture and pays homage to these. Indeed, at least one of the portraits 

featuring two women in traditional dress, fully covered by chador/manteau and rubandeh 

might pass as an original representation from the Qajar period, since it has no particular 

features that marks it out as a contemporary image.  

 

Figure 41: Anǭs-Al-Dawla, 19th century. Photograph.  

It was also very common in Qajar studio portraiture for individuals to be pictured 

with their favourite personal possessions as another photograph from the same period 

showing a member of the royal court with her harmonium illustrates. Typically, these 

 
299 Details of the life of this remarkable woman who was born into an impoverished peasant 

family but later became the most powerful female in the royal household can be found in Nashat 

(2011). In other portraits she is seen without a chador but it is assumed that these images were 

intended solely for the eyes of the ruler himself and were either taken by him or one of his 

trusted royal photographers. 
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possessions were used either to indicate the sitterôs economic status or their aspirations 

to modernity or point to their personal accomplishments. 

 

Figure 42: Member of the royal household posing with harmonium, 19th century. Photograph.300 

Ghadirian also borrows this longstanding convention in photographic portraiture 

but then subverts it by including contemporary items in many of her works in this series. 

Sometimes these objects are large anachronistic objects that are immediately obvious at 

first glance such as the mountain bike that appears in two of the images or the vacuum 

cleaner, telephone or ghetto blaster that are prominently featured in three of her other 

portraits. However, in some cases, the presence of these alien items is initially much less 

obvious to the viewer, such as the can of beer which is barely visible since only the top 

appears, sticking out of a dainty wickerwork shopping basket perched on the young 

womanôs arm. In another portrait, a can of Pepsi Cola is delicately balanced by a seated 

woman on her leg.  

 
300 Opinions appear to vary amongst historians of photography but this is frequently referred to as 

either another portrait of Fatema Soltan or one of her daughters known as Esmat. 
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Some of these images can be interpreted as offering overt critiques of womenôs 

position in contemporary Iranian society. As Ghadirian herself explains on her Facebook 

page: 

When I did the Qajar photographs, I had just graduated and the duality and 

contradiction of life at that time provided the motive for me to display this contrast: 

a woman who cannot say to what time she belongs; a photograph from two eras; a 

women who is dazed, a woman who is not connected to the objects in her 

possession.301  

She neatly encapsulates this theme of capturing óthe reality of women in Iran, then and 

nowô one of the images in which a young woman poses between a camera from the Qajar 

era, holding its lens cover in her hand, and its contemporary equivalent.302 She is dressed 

in nineteenth-century costume but veiled in the black chador which carries associations 

of the Iranian Revolution and is still frequently worn today. On the lower right-hand side 

of the image painted on the backdrop it is possible to see what look like the pipes from a 

qalyoon (the term used in Iran for a hookah pipe), a prop that frequently featured in self-

Orientalising studio portraits of the Qajar period.303 

Ghadirian also described the pictures in the Qajar series as óa mirror reflecting 

how I felt: we are stuck between tradition and modernity.ô304 Tellingly, several of the 

photographs actually feature mirrors, as though indicating the role of the photographs. 

Some mirrors look like purely incidental props, such as the small circular mirror held in 

the hand of a woman who seems about to check her appearance as her companion prepares 

to spray herself with scent from an antique-looking perfume atomiser, a reference to the 

prohibition on cosmetics.  

 

 

 
301 Shadi Ghadirian, óShadi Ghadirianô, Facebook <https://en-gb.facebook.com/pg/Shadi-

Ghadirian/about> [accessed 10 October 2018]. 
302 Deborah Block, óExhibit Highlights Contemporary Middle East Women Photographersô, 

Voice of America News, 31 July, 2016 <https://www.voanews.com/a/exhibit-highlights-

contemporary-middle-east-women-photographers/3443009.html> [accessed 4 May 2018]  
303 See: Behdad and Gartlan.  
304 Nazila Fathi, óIranôs Giant Show Box of Faded Photographs, Full of the Unexpectedô, New 

York Times, 30 May 2007 <https://www.nytimes.com/2007/05/03/arts/ design/30phot.html> 

[accessed 30 April 2018]. 
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Figure 43: Shadi Ghadirian, Untitled, Qajar series, 1998. Chromogenic print, 60 x 90 cm., 

private collection.  

Other mirrors, however, appear to play a more symbolic role. Thus, for example, 

three of the other images feature a pair of women, one seated, one standing, both of whom 

are dressed in traditional chador/manteau, made of dark-coloured shot silk and white 

muslin rubandeh. The use of the shot silk for these voluminous costumes gives the two 

figures an iridescent and oddly nebulous appearance. One picture represents the two 

women veiled and fully covered, rendering them as two identical anonymous figures, 

with no visible distinguishing features of the kind one might typically expect in a studio 

photograph. The individuality and identity of both has effectively been erased by the 

garments they are wearing. In another picture, two women dressed in the same fashion 

are seen with their face veils raised and worn to the side. The seated one holds a mirror 

that produces a strangely distorted view of the couple, making it difficult to judge where 

the womenôs robes end and the reflection of these begins. In addition, behind them to the 

right, painted on the backdrop is another more ornate antique mirror óreflectingô the image 

of an unreal exterior world, adding to the multiple layers of representation that Ghadirian 

is playing with here. 

Ghadirianôs use of mirrors also possibly pays homage to one of Sevruguinôs most 

well-known images, created in Talar-i-Ayena (the Hall of Mirrors) in Sahibqaraniyya 
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Palace, Tehran. The photographer captured the Shah at his desk surrounded by his retinue 

but at the same time Sevruguin captures himself in this act as the image of him taking the 

photograph at the opposite end of the room is reflected in the immense mirror situated 

behind the Shah himself. Moreover, there is another mirror behind the photographer, 

producing a double reflection of him. As Smith notes 

The double roles and representations seen in the mirrorôs reflections of this 

 carefully crafted scene serve to show the complexities and contradictions of Nasir 

 al-din Shahôs Iran during the 19th century and the hybrid qualities of Sevruguinôs 

 photography.305 

 

Figure 44: Antoin Sevruguin, Nasir Al-Din Shah at his Desk, c.1900. Chromogenic print, 17.7 

cm. x 13 cm., Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian 

Institution, Washington DC.  

 
305 Smith [accessed 4 May 2018]. 
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Figure 45: Shadi Ghadirian, Untitled, Qajar series, 1998. Chromogenic print, 23.02 x 15.24 

cm., Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles, CA, USA.  

In a third photograph featuring the same pair of women (Figure 46), they are once 

again fully covered and veiled, with the same painted mirror in the background. This time, 

however, they both hold up a mirror presumably reflecting the reality outside the portrait 

i.e. the interior of Ghadirianôs own flat. As Roberts observes, óthe women in Shadiôs 

photographs are sandwiched between tradition and modernity, past and present, east and 

west, public and private, reality and fantasyô.306 In the mirror, viewers glimpse a bookcase 

topped by the same ghetto blaster that features in at least two more of the portraits in the 

series and some of the shelves of the bookcase which is lined with books. Jessica Lack 

notes that this photograph was originally awarded a prize in 1995 but was then 

 
306 Lacy Roberts and The Kitchen Sisters, óThe Hidden World of Shadi Ghadirianô, The Kitchen 

Sisters, 2010 <https://www.kitchensisters.org/girlstories/the-series/the-hidden-world-of-shadi-

ghadirian> [accessed 4 May 2018]. 
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disqualified after it was discovered that some of the books featured on the shelves had 

been banned by the Iranian government or were art books that contained images that had 

been altered by government censors.307 This, therefore, highlights a further theme of the 

Qajar series: the wide-ranging restrictions imposed by the current regime and the 

censorship that it exercises on political or religious grounds.308  

 

Figure 46: Shadi Ghadirian, Untitled, Qajar series, 1998. Chromogenic print, 24.13 x 16.35 

cm., Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles, CA, USA.  

Many of the modern objects that are included in Ghadirianôs Qajar series portraits 

refer to activities or items that were either forbidden or restricted in Iran at the time she 

 
307 Lack [accessed 18 October 2019].  
308 In Real Ones and West by East, both series from 2004, Ghadirian satirised the crude form of 

censorship employed on images of women found in books and magazines in Iran. Real Ones 

explored censorship of European art works found in academic textbooks, while these images in 

West by East resemble those found in Western fashion magazines but have any areas subject to 

Iranian dress codes painted out in black. 
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created these images in the mid- to late-1990s. As Rose Issa who owns a gallery of Iranian 

art in London and represents Ghadirian explains:  

Women born during the revolution live with lots of things that are forbidden. 

Forbidden to dance, to listen to music, to drink alcohol, or even drink Coca Cola 

or Pepsi Cola ï American and foreign products. But of course everything exists 

through the black market. So Shadiôs photos talk about all the music and dancing 

that happens inside the house ï the difference between inside the house and 

outside.309  

Among numerous other prohibitions to which women are subject in Iran are riding 

bicycles and wearing clothes with foreign writing on them.310 Thus, as noted previously, 

two of the photographs in the series feature a Peugeot mountain bike, a model which 

ironically is named óExplorerô despite the fact that as far as Iranian women are concerned 

it cannot be used to take its owner anywhere to explore. Another photograph shows a 

young woman holding a jacket which features the stars and stripes of the American flag 

and the letters óUSAô. The images featuring the ghetto blaster and the guitar highlight the 

bans on listening to or performing Western music. In many provinces of Iran, women are 

banned from performing any form of music on stage to an audience.311 As we shall see 

later, the latter prohibition inspired Tavakolianôs Listen project and prior to that Neshatôs 

two-screen video installation Turbulent (1998). 

Most of the critiques of the Qajar series have tended to focus on Ghadirianôs 

engagement with Iranôs social and political realities and her work is often described in 

terms of parody or óhumorous pastiches [that] set up a cross-cultural and cross-temporal 

encounter.ô312 Ghadirianôs approach is likened to a kind of visual game of compare and 

contrast between her own studio portraits and those from the Qajar era. As Allerstorfer 

 
309 Roberts [accessed 4 May 2018]. 
310 Majid Rafizadeh, óGender Apartheid in the Islamic Republicô, Front Page Mag, 27 October 

2016. <https://www.frontpagemag.com/fpm/264622/45-weird-bans-women-iran-dr-majid-

rafizadeh> [accessed 20 May 2018]. 
311 Rafizadeh [accessed 20 May 2018].  
312 Roula Seikaly, óSpeaking Their Truth: Photography from Women in Iran and the Arab 

Worldô, KQED Arts, 7 February 2015 <https://www.kqed.org/arts/10354098 speaking-their-

truth-photos-from-women-in-iran-and-the-arab-world> [accessed 30 April 2018]. 
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notes, Iranian artists frequently use satire, irony and humour as a reaction against the 

sacred values defined and imposed by officialdom.313 

However, Ghadirianôs idea was surely not to simply humorously contrast past and 

present or to reproduce the typical Orientalist trope in which óIranianô equates to 

ótraditionalô and óWesternô equates to ócontemporaryô. Her decision to refer to Qajar 

photography is motivated by the fact that, as previously noted, during this historical 

period in Iran, photography óbecame a useful political tool and means of recording 

information.ô314 As previously highlighted, photography at this time was also intrinsically 

related to óIranian aspirations to modernity and new definitions of identity.ô315 It could be 

argued that Ghadirianôs more fundamental concern in this series is with exploring 

identity: gendered identity, national identity, and her own identity as a visual artist.  

In the introduction to her book Performing the Iranian state, Scheiwiller argues 

that the work of contemporary Iranian visual artists is intrinsically connected to and can 

be interpreted as óperforming the State.ô316 Scheiwiller draws on the theoretical work of 

feminist Judith Butler who originally explored the concept of performativity in relation 

to gendered identity but extends her ideas, applying them to the social construction of 

national identity in the Iranian context. According to Scheiwiller, performing the State 

involves óre-enacting rituals, ceremonies, customs, traditions and laws, or donning certain 

guises that either accomplish the Stateôs goals or rebel against them as forms of 

critique.ô317 She further explains that óPerformativity may occur through a process of 

citationality in which persons are transformed and moulded into perceived constructions 

of identity.ô318 Adopting this perspective provides a useful insight into Ghadirianôs work 

in the Qajar series. She uses her photographs to expose how the current regime has 

attempted to construct one single coherent national identity by imposing a series of 

 
313 Julia Allerstorfer, óPerforming Visual Strategies: Representational Concepts of Female 

Iranian Identity in Contemporary Photography and Artô, in Performing the Iranian State: Visual 

Culture and Representations of Iranian Identity, ed. by Staci Gem Scheiwiller (London; New 

York, NY: Anthem Press, 2013), pp. 173ï192 (p. 176). 
314 Layla S. Diba, óQajar Photography and Its Relationship to Iranian Art: A Reassessmentô, 

History of Photography, 37.1 (2013), 85ï98 (p. 86).  
315 Diba, p. 89.  
316 Staci Gem Scheiwiller, Performing the Iranian State: Visual Culture and Representations of 

Iranian Identity (London; New York, NY; Delhi: Anthem Press, 2013), p. 1. 
317 Scheiwiller, p. 1.  
318 Schiewiller, p. 1.  
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restrictions on its citizens ï particularly those who are female ï and by careful regulation 

of gendered identity in the public sphere.  

Her choice of studio portraits is also a significant one in this context since in this 

genre the photographer is responsible for constructing a specific image or identity for the 

sitter. This is made more apparent by Ghadirianôs choice to reference the Qajar period 

since the young women in her studio portraits must overtly perform the identities of their 

historic counterparts by employing costumes, make-up and props. Furthermore, the use 

of a backdrop highlights the idea of theatricality and performance, particularly since the 

heavy drapes represented on the canvas resemble stage curtains. Ghadirianôs photographs 

can be seen as staged performances of identity that suggest that the individualôs identity 

is ónot fixed, but can be negotiated and created.ô319 This is made particularly clear in one 

of the images in the series (Figure 47) which juxtaposes the would-be sitter for the portrait 

with an artist who is in the process of painting the backdrop, emphasising the act of 

creation. The young woman too is effectively like a blank canvas, a work in progress, 

waiting to assume an identity and perform her role. 

 
319 Feldman, p. 18.  
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Figure 47: Shadi Ghadirian, Untitled, Qajar series, 1998. Chromogenic print, 90 cm x 40 cm., 

private collection.  

4.7 Conclusion 

This chapter has explored the work of two artists whose work deconstructs important 

oppositions on which Arab identity has historically been framed in relation to the West, 

and specifically female Arab identity, in the gendered exoticism of the colonial gaze. As 

this chapter has shown, Essaydiôs work foregrounds and exposes the Westôs fascination 

with the exoticism of the East that found its most well-known expression in the 

nineteenth-century Orientalist paintings by male European artists. She also points to the 

enduring power of these stereotypical visions. Using a range of techniques, she subverts 

these Orientalist traditions of representation and advocates a rereading of Orientalist 

symbols and preconceptions, revealing them to be simply a Western construct of Arab 

femininity that served to fuel the fantasies of male colonialists.  



163 

 

 

 

Figure 48: óLalla Essaydi's La Grande Odalisque triptych at San Diego Museum of Art (Hayne 

Palmour IV)ô (image from Chute). 

When engaging with Essaydiôs images of Arab women, veiled or not, the viewer 

is challenged to recognise and question their own particular biases in terms of gender and 

cultural stereotypes. You cannot help but ask who these women are, and who you thought 

they were.  

The images created by Essaydi address or challenge in some way the limitations 

faced by Arab women in Islamic cultures which may maintain strict hierarchical 

structures often based on ancient tribal traditions rather than religious precepts. However, 

Essaydi suggests that Arab Muslim women do not feel subjugated but rather live ówith 

immense decisiveness and creativity, not to mention humour about the absurdities of 

life.ô320 They are not simply victims but individuals with complex and nuanced identities. 

Essaydi asserts: 

As is the case for all women, the Arab female identity is complex, fluid and of 

course individual. Arab women are not by definition repressed, subjugated or 

depressed. Their lives should not be defined on the basis of stereotypes more than 

anyone elseôs should.321 

 
320 Lentz [accessed 18 October 2019]. 
321 Lentz [accessed 18 October 2019]. 
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When we look at Essaydiôs photographs of Arab women depicted in the symbolic 

surroundings of fabrics covered in henna calligraphy, traditional Islamic architecture or 

bullet shells, we not only see the artist looking at the Arab world and her own experience 

of this through her lens, we also see her reflecting on the nature of identity itself.  

In a similar way, Shadi Ghadirian explores the constructed, performative nature 

of identity, and similarly deconstructs sets of oppositions on the basis of which female 

Arab identity has been founded. Unlike Essaydiôs work, which responds directly to 

Orientalising Western representations, Ghadirian chooses instead to explore a 

homegrown tradition that, in its use of the technology of photography, itself gives the lie 

to the colonial framing on the non-Western other as ahistorical and pre-modern. In doing 

so, she also finds a visual culture that offers a notable divergence from the eroticised 

Orientalism against which Essaydiôs work is counterpointed. Rather, the photographic 

portraiture Ghadirian responds to depicts a densely imagined social space in which the 

domestic realm, and womenôs association with it, is inscribed within a complex economy 

of private and public, and the role of representation in regulating this boundary.  

In her engagements with photographic traditions from Qajar-era Iran, Ghadirian 

explores the public/private distinction both as it existed in 1800s Iran, as well as that 

pertaining now, through allusions to state control over the public realm and the way this 

can be subverted in the private space. These portraits indicate a social and cultural space 

already affected and inflected by modernity: the medium of photography itself is the 

clearest manifestation of this, which in this sense offers a critique of the Orientalising 

perspective, but this is further enforced by the inclusion within the images of other 

modern technologies.  

The constructed and performative nature of female Muslim identity is among the 

most salient themes of Ghadirianôs work. She finds in the Qajar-era photographic portraits 

she responds to a dense construction of the ideal female Muslim subject, and this is an 

aspect she highlights in her reconstructions. Her subjects are obviously posed, staged, 

costumed and made up, her images becoming in this way allegories of female subjectivity 

in contemporary Iran. The forces bearing on the construction of this subjectivity are 

multiple, but trans-historical. While the specific emphases of state-sanctioned control of 

female subjectivity in present-day Iran may differ from those of the Qajar era, they have 

in common the effect of seeking to inscribe women within a system of oppositions 
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whereby the needs of the patriarchal gaze are prioritised ï an effect they share with the 

Orientalizing colonial gaze. 

Both Essaydiôs and Ghadirianôs work is noteworthy for the ways in which they 

inscribe and enact resistance to the dictates of this patriarchal gaze. In their rather different 

ways, both artists engage with histories of representation to deconstruct and subvert 

specific framings of the place of women in an economy of cultural and social space. In 

doing so, their work achieves, in its very logic, precisely that which Essaydi claims is her 

aim: to demonstrate the ways female Muslim identity exceeds any stereotypical 

circumscription of it to a specific role and space, the ways Muslim women remain subjects 

possessed of agency to reject the stereotypes imposed on them and enact freedom in their 

determination of their own response to the imaginative spaces they are inscribed in. 

 In the following chapter, I explore this aspect of the work of contemporary female 

artists from the MENA region by considering the theme of silencing, and responses to it, 

in the works of Lalla Essaydi, Shirin Neshat, and Newsha Tavakolian. 
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5 Chapter Five: A Veil of Words, a Veil of Silence: 

Subverting Conventions in Cultures of Invisibility 

 

óBeautiful writing makes the truth clearer.ô 

ð Ali ibn Abi Talib322 (attrib.) 

 

This chapter focuses on how female visual artists with origins in diverse Islamic cultures 

make use of words and silence in their work. This chapter begins by considering the 

significance of the calligraphic tradition in Islamic cultures over time. This provides the 

foundation for the subsequent consideration of the ways in which Essaydi and Neshat 

consciously invoke calligraphic traditions and conventions associated with Islamic art 

and then contest them by juxtaposing text with the female body, using it to explore issues 

relating to identity and to the politics of representation. These artists use the written word 

to disrupt the regime of visuality which objectifies the female body, forcing viewers of 

their work to think again about how they (mis)read representations of women, whether 

they are literally or metaphorically veiled. The chapter concludes by examining Newsha 

Tavakolianôs art installation entitled Listen, which uses video, photographs and 

calligraphy to explore how a particular understanding of the Islamic concept of awrah 

has led to the literal silencing of Iranian female singers and the broader symbolism that 

this has in relation to womenôs voice within society. 

5.1 Introduction  

Chapter Four discussed the way contemporary female visual artists with origins in diverse 

Islamic cultures use their work to deconstruct the stereotypical Orientalist framing of 

veiled women in Western painting and photography, particularly those works produced 

by European males during the colonial era of the nineteenth century, in order to critically 

comment on the ways in which this misrepresented the Islamic world and continues to 

frame contemporary discourses about Muslim women. This chapter will focus on how 

 
322 Tasnim, óArt of Words: Women Calligraphers Then and Nowô, Patheos, 6 February, 

https://www.patheos.com/blogs/mmw/2012/02/art-of-words-women-calligraphers-then-and-

now/ [accessed 20 February 2020]. 

https://www.patheos.com/blogs/mmw/2012/02/art-of-words-women-calligraphers-then-and-now/
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/mmw/2012/02/art-of-words-women-calligraphers-then-and-now/
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female visual artists with origins in diverse Islamic cultures make use of the written word 

in their work to disrupt the regime of visuality which some have argued objectifies the 

female body and to engage with issues relating to representation, identity politics, and 

gendered space. At the same time, as analysis will show, some of this work can also be 

interpreted as a reflection upon the process of artistic creation itself.  

In Lalla Essaydiôs second series of photographs, Converging Territories (2003ï

2005), all of the female figures are dressed in various types of white garments which at 

first sight appear to be decorated with pale stripes. Closer inspection, however, shows that 

these are actually lines of script, and it becomes clear that the whole surface of the interior 

of her locations is also inscribed with the same writing. Sometimes this appears large 

enough for the viewer to make out highly stylised individual Arabic characters. Mostly, 

however, as Weaver notes, it resembles óembroidery or delicately drawn latticework that 

seems to go on for infinityô.323 The viewer can also see that any areas of skin visible on 

the bodies of the females featured in the photographs are also covered in the same 

characters which look like they have been inscribed in brown ink. Essaydiôs own 

comments on her work make it clear, however, that in fact all of the Arabic calligraphy 

which covers every surface in her work has been written by the artist herself using the 

medium of henna.324  

Shirin Neshat is an Iranian-American visual artist who originally came to 

prominence in the 1990s with Women of Allah, a series of photographs inspired by the 

events of the Iranian Revolution, many of which are self-portraits of the artist herself. 325 

Most of these images also feature hand-written text of varying sizes and types which 

sometimes serves as a backdrop and is sometimes inscribed directly onto the bodies and 

faces of her subjects. While Neshat can now be considered an outside observer of her 

 
323 Andrew Mark Weaver, óTraditions Rooted in the World of Womenô, Surface Design Journal 

(2013), 42ï47 (p. 44).  
324 The same style of henna writing is also applied to any visible areas of skin on the females 

who feature in all her later work. 
325 It is important to note that while Iran is an Islamic nation, unlike its Arab neighbours in the 

region, its official language remains Modern Persian (also known as Farsi), not Arabic, as is the 

case elsewhere in the region. However, Arabic continues to play an important role for liturgical 

purposes as the language of Islam. In addition, the majority of Iranians are Shia Muslims, while 

most Arabs elsewhere in the region are Sunni. Iran also had its own distinctive flourishing 

civilisation and long cultural history prior to the arrival of Islam, and many of these traditions 

have continued to profoundly influence artistic representation in this country.  
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homeland, as a member of the Iranian diaspora who has lived in exile in the United States 

since 1979, her work still remains a frequently cited point of reference for female visual 

artists from Islamic cultures. This chapter will compare and contrast how Essaydi and 

Neshat combine images and words in their work to explore issues about the representation 

and interpretation of images of veiled women; before, finally, turning to consider the 

implications of the use of calligraphy in Newsha Tavakolianôs installation entitled Listen. 

In the work of all three, we see calligraphy being adopted in the service of a critique of 

discursive framings of women. 

Since the written word features prominently in the work of the female visual artists 

discussed here, this chapter begins by establishing the significance of the calligraphic 

tradition and the nature of the role that this form of ornamentation has played in Islamic 

cultures over time in order to more fully understand Essaydiôs, Neshatôs and Tavakolianôs 

reasons for choosing to incorporate elements of this into their own artistic practice, and 

the implications of their doing so. 

5.2 Islamic Calligraphy: The Art of Words  

Chapter Two discussed how particular religious beliefs concerning aniconism have 

served to shape Islamic art and influenced the work of Muslim artists over the centuries 

to create the distinctive artwork associated with North Africa, the Middle East and the 

Gulf States. This uses geometrical shapes, plant-based forms (e.g. the arabesque), and 

calligraphy.326 For various connected reasons that will be explored here, ócalligraphy was 

and continues to be the principal art form of Islam.ô327  

It must be acknowledged from the outset that calligraphy (literally meaning 

óbeautiful writingô) is not unique to Islamic culture. The Japanese and the Chinese have 

cultivated this form of artistic expression over the centuries and it is still highly prized in 

both these cultures. Indeed, as noted later, the arrival of paper in the Islamic world via the 

Silk Road trading route was to have a dramatic impact on the styles adopted by Persian 

 
326 Mikhail B. Piotrovsky, Earthly Beauty, Heavenly Art: Art of Islam, ed. by John Vrieze 

(Amsterdam: De Nieuwe Kerk, 1999). 
327 Vlad Atanasiu, óThe President and the Calligrapher: Arabic Calligraphy and Its Political 

Useô, in Studies on Architecture, History and Culture: Papers by the 2003ï2004 AKPIA@MIT 

Visiting Fellows, ed. by Nasser Rabbat (Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology, 2006), pp. 7ï20 (p. 9).  
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calligraphers.328 There was also a rich tradition of elaborated illuminated manuscripts in 

the monastic scriptoriums of north-west Europe during medieval times, which reached its 

zenith in the production of work such as the Book of Kells.329  

Since its emergence in Iraq in the seventh century, the use of calligraphy has been 

disseminated throughout the Islamic world óby way of religion, empire, and bureaucracyô, 

and by the fourteenth century, the art of Arabic calligraphy had succeeded in 

ópermeat[ing] everyday life in the medieval Islamic world and was evident at the heart of 

systems of power, knowledge, and authority.ô330 The infinite creativity and versatility of 

its practitioners while following a formal aesthetic code managed to transform the 

transmission of the written word into an art form that has been used to ornament all 

manner of materials, and has also become an expression of religious and cultural 

identity.331 

It is important to understand the deep-rooted connections that exist between 

calligraphy, Arabic and Islam. According to Islamic tradition, Arabic was the language 

in which the Quran was revealed to the Prophet Mohammed in the early seventh century 

and subsequently, it continues to be held in great esteem by Muslims for whom it remains 

a sacred language which must be used for prayer, and for paying reverence to and 

remembering the teachings of Allah.332 First and foremost, then, the art of calligraphy 

derives its unique significance in Islamic culture from this reverence accorded to the 

Arabic language and to the Quran. Secondly, the verses of the Quran traditionally credited 

with being the first ones revealed to the Prophet highlight that the acts of reading/reciting 

and writing are of central importance to the Islamic faith. The opening Arabic word óIqraô 

carries the meaning of both óreciteô and óreadô (i.e. read aloud) and later the pen (qalam) 

is mentioned as an instrument of knowledge: óRead! Your Lord is the Most Bounteous, 

Who has instructed the utilisation of the pen, showed man what he didnôt have even an 

 
328 See: E. Siegel, óThe Silk Road and Beyond: Travel, Trade, and Transformationô, Art Institute 

of Chicago Museum Studies, 33.1 (2007), 70ï96.  
329 See: Huda Al -Tamimi, óIslam, Calligraphy, & Gender: An Overview on the Role of Women 

Calligraphers in Islamô, IRS Cultural Heritage, 2.13 (2013), 26ï33.  
330 Genna Burrows, óThe Politics of Arabic Scriptô (unpublished doctoral thesis, Australian 

National University, 2016), p. 128.  
331 Atanasiu, p.12.  
332 See: Annemarie Schimmel, Islam: An Introduction (New York, NY: State University of New 

York, 1992). 
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inklingô.333 Moreover, since blessings are traditionally guaranteed not only for Muslims 

who read the Quran but also for calligraphers who copy out its text, this profession has 

always been deemed to imbue significant merit on the individual. Moreover, being a 

calligrapher was viewed as a high-status profession and, during certain periods of Islamic 

history, one that brought with it considerable wealth and political influence, as discussed 

below.334 

5.2.1 The development of Arabic calligraphy 

Although many variants of Arabic were spoken in pre-Islamic times, only a few had a 

written form, such as Nabataen and Syriac and the Quran was initially preserved by oral 

transmission and memorisation in keeping with Arab cultural tradition.335 However, after 

the Prophet Mohammedôs death and the expansion of the Islamic empire, it became clear 

that there was an urgent need to produce a written version of the Quran to ensure that it 

was possible to transmit its content accurately and to prevent the text from being misread 

or misunderstood. At the same time, there was also a need for some form of written 

record-keeping that could support the rule of a vast geographic territory following Islamic 

principles.  

In the seventh century, Umar, the second Orthodox Caliph, established the first 

government office tasked with organising payment of taxes, regulating the treasury and 

registering members of the army. 336 Consequently, he needed large quantities of scribes 

and writing material to help support this burgeoning bureaucracy. He also needed literate 

Muslims, both males and females, who would be able to teach newly conquered peoples 

to read and write Arabic.337 

A standardised written form of Arabic script based on the Arabic used in Mecca 

and Medina was in use by the end of the seventh century and appeared on the coinage 

 
333 Al-óAlaq, 96:3ï5, https://quran.com/96/3-5 [accessed 20 February 2020] 
334 Mohamed Zakariya, óIslamic Calligraphy: A Technical Overviewô, in Brocade of the Pen: 

The Art of Islamic Writing, ed. by C. G. Fisher (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 

1991), pp. 21ï29, p. 22.  
335 Matug Mohamed I. Aborawi, óArabic Calligraphy as an Aesthetic Influence on Some 

Contemporary Libyan Painters of the Second Half of the Twentieth Centuryô, AACA (2017), 

<http://www.aacadigital.com/contenido.php?idarticulo=1341> [accessed 9 March 2018]. 
336 A term used in Islam to refer to the first four Caliphs who headed the Islamic nation after the 

death of the Prophet Mohammed (Esposito, The Oxford Dictionary of Islam). 
337 Atanasiu, p. 2.  

https://quran.com/96/3-5
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minted for Mohammedôs successors, the Orthodox Caliphs, and also on the Dome of the 

Rock, the earliest surviving monument of Islamic architecture built in CE 691 in 

Jerusalem. Both are decorated with quotations from the Quran to declare Islam as the new 

monotheistic faith and show that from the very outset, calligraphy was linked to both 

religious devotion and political power.338 

The origins of the art of Arabic calligraphy can be traced to the seventh century, 

when the centre of Islamic political and cultural life shifted eastward from Damascus in 

Syria to Baghdad in Iraq under the Abbasid Caliphate (CE 750ï1258). The first formal 

calligraphic style is commonly known as kufic after the Iraqi town of Kufa where it was 

developed by calligraphers attempting to codify Arabic in order to produce a standard 

written form of the language for use in Quran manuscripts and for inscriptions. The 

rectangular-shaped lettering of kufic calligraphy can either be óexuberant and 

monumentalô or óso delicate it resembles strokes of air.ô339 Typically, black or dark-brown 

ink was used on pale parchment or later on paper. Reaching a high level of formal 

perfection in the eighth century, kufic style grew more ornate as the Arab empire became 

more prosperous and inspired many variants such as foliated kufic (decorated with curling 

leaf shapes) and floriated kufic (decorated with flower forms), which had largely 

disappeared by the thirteenth century.340 

Ibn Muqla (885ï939), vizier to the Abbasid court in Baghdad, is considered to 

have been one of the most accomplished Arabic calligraphers. He undertook the task of 

redesigning existing calligraphic styles to make Arabic script not only more aesthetically 

pleasing but also, more importantly, to ensure greater standardisation amongst those 

producing written copies of the Quran, since this was a vital medium for spreading the 

word of Allah throughout the expanding Islamic empire. An expert in geometry, Ibn 

Muqla established mathematical rules that could be applied to the design of Arabic script 

and to structuring the spatial relationship between individual letters, a system that is still 

used by calligraphers today.341  

 
338 Piotrovsky, p. 27. 
339 Piotrovsky, p. 27.  
340 Zakariya, p. 29.  
341 See: Al-Tamimi.  
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As a result, a reformed, standardised canon of favoured styles emerged that 

became the key elements of classical Arabic calligraphy. Each of these had its own 

qualities and preferred uses. Thulth was considered to be the most elegant and exalted and 

was used for inscriptions on monuments, religious inscriptions, epigraphs, and sura 

(chapter) headings in the Quran. Naskh, which can be recognised by the rounded shape 

of its letters, became the preferred style for literary manuscripts and small Qurans, 

particularly during the Ottoman period. Of the other classical Arabic styles, tawqiô was 

used solely for writing royal decrees and official letters while riqaô was employed for 

more informal correspondence.342 

 

Figure 49: Examples of calligraphy (Moustapha and Krishnamurti). 

Under the Abbasids, Arabic calligraphy evolved into two distinct styles: in the 

Easte, Persian calligraphers made kufic lettering slimmer. These new, more fluid styles 

developed because of the availability there of paper from China, which largely replaced 

parchment and papyrus from the eighth century onwards as the principal medium for 

important documents and manuscripts.343 The surface of this paper was usually sized (i.e. 

coated with starch) and then rubbed with a stone until it became extremely smooth and 

glossy, and this meant that the qalam (a pen made from a reed ï feather quills were never 

used in the Arab world) was able to move over the surface more easily. This development 

accommodated the growing bureaucratic demands of governing an empire and also 

encouraged experimentation with calligraphic aesthetics.344 

 
342 Nasser D. Khalili, Visions of Splendour in Islamic Art and Culture (Hertford: Worth Press, 

2008), p. 45.  
343 Khalili, p. 47.  
344 Zakariya, p. 21.  
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In contrast, in the Maghreb (the Arabic word for the western region comprising 

Muslim-ruled Spain and North Africa), calligraphers developed a smoother, curvilinear 

style of calligraphy known as Kairouan (from the Tunisian town where it originated) or 

Maghribi. Its most distinctive feature is the fact that it featured gold lettering on a dark 

blue background.345 Parchment or vellum made from specially prepared animal hide 

continued to be used until a much later date in the Maghreb, the advantage being that the 

writing could be erased or altered, and the vellum could be dyed.346  

5.2.2 The calligraphers 

Calligraphic experts were regarded highly in Islamic societies, and this remains today. As 

previously noted, however, they were also considered religious scholars carrying out the 

vital task of passing on the Islamic faith and the Arabic language. Indeed, the latter fact 

no doubt goes a long way to explaining the former, given that their status would be bound 

up with cultural perceptions of the value of the work they were doing ï in this case, the 

most transcendent and elevated possible. Some also studied calligraphy with the aim of 

entering specific professions, such as that of chancery scribes who were tasked with 

making copies of official documents for the authorities in specific script styles.347 

Learning the skill of calligraphy was effectively an apprenticeship. Formal 

training to become a khattat (calligrapher) took many years, during which students were 

expected to master the basic principles of calligraphy by copying the models provided by 

their teacher. Only then were pupils able to begin to create their own new work. A long-

lasting pedagogical relationship was established, which was viewed as an unbroken chain 

of transmission with the master practitioner imparting their knowledge and skill. The 

status of a calligrapher was therefore based not only on the excellence of their work, but 

also on their professional authorisation (ijǕza) i.e. the eminence and authority of the 

master or masters who had taught them.348 Those who successfully completed this 

apprenticeship received a letter of approbation (ijǕzat) from the master attesting to their 

skill. 

 
345 Burrows, p. 130.  
346 See: Al-Tamimi.  
347 Atanasiu, p. 8.  
348 Zakariya, p. 22.  
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Many of those who studied calligraphy were content to stop their training when 

they had acquired sufficient skills to be able to earn their living as scribes or copyists. 

Like their monastic counterparts in Christendom, who painstakingly copied and 

illuminated the Bible, these calligraphers were charged with making reproductions of the 

Quran, and adding adornments and ornamental motifs.349 Indeed, the majority of books 

continued to be produced by hand until printing was introduced to the Islamic world 

gradually between the eighteenth and twentieth centuries.  

The calligraphers who produced the most elegant work were able to progress 

furthest, with some even securing important governmental posts as the result of their 

calligraphic talents. The most sought after calligraphers charged high prices and they were 

usually commissioned to produce work for the richest members of society, particularly 

rulers. The most talented calligraphers were often involved in book production and 

associated tasks within the royal palace itself. As Atanasiu notes, therefore, óthe 

relationship between art and power, between artists and the men in power, was a defining 

characteristicô.350 In this sense, comparison with Renaissance Europe would be 

illuminating.  

Elite artists also received commissions to create calligraphic compositions that 

could be transposed for use for decorating other media such as ceramics, architecture, 

textiles, etc. Firstly, the calligrapher would create the design on a sheet of paper and then 

the characters would be outlined using small holes to produce a qalib i.e. stencil for 

duplicating the lettering and transferring it to the new medium. The qalib meant that the 

artistôs personal style could be applied to any surface and allowed calligraphers to control 

and monopolise the production of their own particular Arabic writing style.351 

Calligraphy was not limited to producing copies of the Qurôan but extended to 

include the use of Quranic inscriptions on a wide range of objects, ensuring that the word 

of Allah became inseparable from everyday life. It is also important to remember that not 

all calligraphic inscriptions used for ornamentation are necessarily quotations from the 

Qurôan and other religious texts. Some of those used in secular contexts for the purposes 

 
349 Aborawi [accessed 9 March 2018]. 
350 Atanasiu, p. 7.  
351 Atanasiu, p. 3.  
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of ornamentation consist of poetry, eulogies for rulers and aphorisms.352 Calligraphic text 

could be woven into textiles or carpets, carved into wood, ivory, or rock crystal, chiselled 

into metal, formed into jewellery, and used for ornamentation on pottery, ceramic tiles, 

enamelled glass, and on architecture.  

Later, it became customary to hang calligraphic texts on the walls of houses, like 

paintings. These pieces, known as lawha, offered household members and their visitors 

prolonged visual contact with the work of a calligrapher and encouraged them to 

appreciate the aesthetic values of the piece rather than simply the message it conveyed. 

A lawha required limited resources (only a single sheet of paper) and minimal effort (just 

a few lines of text per lawha) allowing a calligrapher to sell more items and adapt the 

content to a more diverse market than was the case with other types of texts.353 This 

provided calligraphers with another source of income to help in their independence.  

5.2.3 Women as calligraphers 

As David Simonowitz notes, although much research has been conducted on Arabic 

calligraphy in the Islamic world, the rich history of female calligraphers is often forgotten 

today, with many of these accounts representing this as an exclusively male domain.354 

Simonowitz suggests that one of the reasons for this is the fact that men have traditionally 

been responsible for transmitting history and may have been hesitant to tell the stories of 

those Muslim women who achieved the status of master calligraphers, many of them also 

being Islamic scholars and/or poets in their own right. Moreover, due to the importance 

given to privacy in Islamic culture, it was generally deemed unseemly for women to draw 

attention to themselves and their talents. It was considered virtuous for them to cultivate 

humility, a characteristic that holds an important place in Islamic doctrine, while this was 

not considered an issue for their male counterparts. However, as the same author notes, 

the Prophet Mohammed himself called for women to participate actively in the teaching 

and transmission of all Islamic knowledge, and especially calligraphy, so there was 

nothing in Islamic teaching that prevented them from pursuing this art form. 

 
352 See: Piotrovsky. 
353 Atanasiu, p. 3. 
354 See: David Simonowitz, óA Modern Master of Islamic Calligraphy and Her Peersô, Journal 

of Middle East Womenôs Studies, 6.1 (2010), 75ï79. 
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In addition to articles by Al -Munajjid, Simonowitz and Al-Tamimi, the best 

source of information to date on the role that women played in the development and 

practice of this form of visual expression, from the advent of Islam to modern times, is 

the book-length study entitled Female Calligraphers Past and Present by the Turkish 

calligrapher and art historian Hilal Kazan (2010).355 Kazanôs book also provides another 

possible reason why female calligraphers may remain less well known. She notes, for 

example, the case of AsmǕ Ibret Hanim (b. 1780 CE). She was the daughter of an 

important palace official during the reign of Sultan Selim III and became the student of 

the well-known calligraphy master Mahmud Celaleddin whom she later married. It was 

widely believed that because she had perfected her husbandôs style, Celaleddin frequently 

signed his name to works that she had created, meaning that she received none of the 

credit for these. 

Kazan provides evidence that female calligraphers were active from the era of the 

four Orthodox Caliphs right the way through to the Ottoman period and beyond. It is also 

clear from the examples that she provides that these women worked in a wide range of 

cultures covering a vast geographical area that stretched from Spanish Al-Andalus, across 

North Africa, throughout the Middle East and the parts of Asia that formed the Mughal 

Empire. According to Kazan the first female calligrapher in Islamic history was ShifǕ bint 

óAbdullǕh al-Adawiyya (seventh century). A relative of Omar, the second of the Orthodox 

Caliphs, she was not only the first woman to know how to read and write, but also the 

first female calligraphy teacher, passing on her skills. The earliest works known to have 

been created by a female calligrapher that can still be seen today are those of Fadl, the 

concubine of AbȊ AyyȊb Ahmad bin Muhammad, and they date from the tenth century.  

There were two specific periods of Islamic history when women calligraphers 

were particularly active.356 The first period was during the Umayyad era (756-1031 CE), 

when the court at Cordoba in southern Spain flourished, being óa brilliant centre of 

 
355 See: SalǕh al-Dǭn Al-Munajjid,, óWomenôs Roles in the Art of Arabic Calligraphyô, in The 

Book in the Islamic World: The Written Word and Communication in the Middle East, ed. by 

George N. Atiyeh (Albany: University of New York Press, 1995), pp. 141ï148; Simonowitz; 

Al -Tamini; Hilal Kazan, Female Calligraphers: Past and Present, trans. by Ayse Petek Berksoy 

(Istanbul: Cultural Company, 2010) 
356 Kazan, p. 13.  

http://www.turkishculture.org/whoiswho/turkish-traditional-art/hilal-kazan-dr-2384.htm
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learning and the arts.ô357 Al -Tamimi notes that the authorities were eager to build up the 

libraries of Arabic books and that historical sources refer to 170 women being employed 

to work by day and by candlelight at night in the eastern quarter of Cordoba solely for the 

purposes of producing copies of the Quran.358 In many cases, little is known about the 

lives of Cordobaôs female calligraphers, and the only information about them comes from 

their tombstones. Thus, MuznǕ (d. 969 CE) was a palace concubine who worked as a 

clerk for the sultan, while Lubna bint Abdumaula (d. 985 CE) worked as a calligrapher 

for Caliph Al-Hakam ll. However, some individuals achieved fame in their day, such as 

Aisha bint Ahmad al-Qurtubiyya (d.1009 CE) who was not only an accomplished copyist 

and calligrapher, but also a renowned poet and bibliophile who amassed a significant 

library. 

The nineteenth century was a period of history when the number of women in the 

field of calligraphy increased dramatically during the final years of the Ottoman Empire 

in Turkey.359 According to Atanasiu ócalligraphy became an active element of the state 

and military machinery of the Ottoman Empireô, meaning that large numbers needed to 

be employed to keep this bureaucratic machine working, many of whom were women.360 

In addition to this, illuminated calligraphy was also óa product of Court circles, and its 

function was to satisfy their predilection for pomp and luxury.ô361  

Given the prestige that calligraphy enjoyed, its secrets were often jealously 

guarded and it was a skill that was often passed from one generation to the next within a 

family, most commonly from father to son.362 However, women who were born into 

families who earned their livelihoods as calligraphers or who married into these families 

were usually trained to work in this profession as well. This was the case with Duhtar-i 

ibn Muqla ShirǕzǭ (tenth century CE) who was the daughter of the famous Baghdadi 

calligrapher lbn Muqla. Following her fatherôs death, she dedicated herself to passing on 

 
357 Jim Al-Khalili & Hasan Moiz. (2012). óThe House of Wisdom: How Arabic Science Saved 

Ancient Knowledge and Gave Us the Renaissanceô, American Journal of Physics, 80 (2012), 

648ï649 (p. 18).  
358 Al -Tamimi, p. 33.  
359 Kazan, p. 12.  
360 Atanasiu, p. 4.  
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his calligraphy system to her students to ensure the continuation of his art. One of the 

most celebrated Abbasid calligraphers, Ibn BawwǕb, is reputed to have said that he 

learned the secrets of Ibn Muqla's calligraphic style from her. He further refined Ibn 

Muqla's font rules to develop khatt al-mansub, a more elegant and aesthetically pleasing 

way of composing letters that was imitated by calligraphers all over the Islamic world.363 

This shows that women have also played an important role in contributing to the 

continuity of calligraphy tradition in the Islamic world. 

Many women from rich and noble families in Islamic countries were schooled in 

calligraphic skills as part of their education, partly because it was seen as a respectable 

pastime that was considered to be an expression of piety, and also because they were 

expected to transmit these skills to their sons and daughters as part of educating them for 

life at court.  

5.3 Calligraphy in Contemporary Islamic Cultures 

In the twenty-first century, calligraphy has been rediscovered by young Muslims in both 

the Arab world and the West since it offers them óa way to combine faith and art, together 

with a respectable status and a rich heritage.ô364 This new-found popularity of calligraphy 

has been supported by a proliferation of workshops, courses and websites such as 

Calligraphy Qalam. However, as Atanasiu notes, in some Islamic countries there is still a 

perception of traditional calligraphy as being óreligiously appropriateô while more modern 

styles of calligraphy are viewed as óless correctô.365 In Iran, for example, exhibitions of 

classical calligraphy are held in the headquarters of the Organization of the Islamic 

Conference in Teheran, while exhibitions of more modern calligraphy are held in the 

Museum of Modern Arts.366 

Islamic calligraphy has taken on a variety of different forms. UK-based 

Mohammed Ali, also known as Aerosol Arabic, fuses street with Arabic calligraphy and 

Islamic motifs producing work that have been referred to as Urban Spiritual Art .367 

 
363 Kazan, p. 16.  
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Islamic calligraphy was also featured on headscarves and accessories by the French 

fashion house Louis Vuitton following the Arab Spring events when it collaborated with 

Tunisian street artist el-Seed.368 Work incorporating modern free-form calligraphy by the 

Iraqi artist Reem Al-Rawi, now based in the United Arab Emirates, has also been used as 

the basis for a range of fashion accessories.369 In her work, the American Islamic artist 

Lubna Shaikh seeks to blend contemporary artistic mediums with traditional Islamic or 

Arabic artistic expressions. In her work entitled My Prophet she takes a traditional 

calligraphic genre which originated in Ottoman Turkey, the Hilye-i Sharǭf, and gives it a 

very modern twist. Originally these calligraphic panels were intended to be a textual 

portrait of the Prophet Mohammed and were considered to have talismanic properties.370 

Here she takes the Arabic characters spelling the name óMohammedô and uses 

contemporary English typefaces and digital technology to create My Prophet. 

 

Figure 50: Lubna Shaikh, My Prophet, 2012. Digital calligraphic collage, 465 x 453 px. 

Reproduced in Tasnim (2012). 

 
368 Tasnim [accessed 18 October 2019]. 
369 Teakster, óInterview: Artist-Architect Reem Al-Rawi Puts Spotlight on Arabic Calligraphyô, 
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2019]. Further information about this artwork and artist are explored in chapter four which 
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Having established the tradition and conventions of Islamic calligraphy, this makes 

it easier to begin to gauge the extent to which visual artists such as Lalla Essaydi and 

Shirin Neshat enter into a personal dialogue with this form of expression. The materials 

and methods that they use to produce their lettering, the texts they write, the surfaces upon 

which they choose to inscribe, and the linguistic form they employ in their work, can all 

be said to connect to the calligraphic traditions they consciously invoke and then contest, 

using it to explore contentious contemporary issues relating to identity and to the politics 

of representation. 

5.4 Lalla Essaydi 

Details about Essaydiôs life (see Chapter Four) make it clear that her art has been shaped 

first and foremost by her own personal experiences as a woman living and working 

between two cultures. She has also emphasised this multifaceted aspect of her work, in a 

statement on her own website in which she declares: óIn my art, I wish to present myself 

through multiple lenses ï as artist, as Moroccan, as traditionalist, as liberal, as Muslim. 

In short, I want to invite the viewer to resist stereotypes and rigid categorizations.ô371 

Essaydiôs multiple identities as a woman, both Eastern and Western, are expressed in her 

first series of photographs that was entitled Converging Territories (assembled between 

2002ï2004). The title also highlights the thematic importance of space within this series 

in particular in which she explores how differences between domains are culturally 

constructed and can be deconstructed and interrogated in representation: East/West, 

masculinity/femininity, sacred/secular, public/private, high art/popular craft. 

5.4.1 The process of creating Converging Territories 

Although both Neshat and Essaydi incorporate text in their work, for the former this is a 

solitary experience, in which she herself inscribes all the chosen texts directly onto the 

photographic image by hand to produce the finished object. However, in numerous 

interviews, Essaydi has described the process by which she produces her photographs and 

she always emphasises that the creation of these images is a collaborative experience, 

referring to the women she works with as ópartnersô in her artistic endeavour.372 However, 

she herself is solely responsible for preparing all the cloth that is used for the interiors in 
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her photographs and for applying the henna calligraphy to the women who feature in her 

work.  

One of the most important aspects of the creative process for Essaydi is the return 

to her native Morocco and to a particular place which played a key role in her childhood. 

Her family owns a 500-year-old palace in an olive-tree grove a few kilometres outside 

Marrakech. Females in her family were sent there as a punishment if they were deemed 

to have disobeyed the strict behavioural code imposed on females in traditional Islamic 

society.373 The photo-shoot for the series known as Converging Territories took place in 

this building, allowing Essaydi to transform a place she previously associated with 

solitude and silence into a welcoming space to which she retreated to share the company 

of other women. In this respect it can also be said to evoke the traditional sense of the 

harem in Islamic culture as a safe interior space where women are freed from the 

constraints imposed by exterior public space.374 The building also became a place of 

artistic creation representing the converging territories Essaydi occupies as a North 

African Muslim woman living and working in the United States. 

The preparations needed prior to taking her photographs can take up to six months, 

and the resulting images are the product of intense technical artistry. This is a central 

aspect of the images, and one that has been interpreted in different ways. Brielmaier 

observes, óIn the field of photography, where ñauthenticityò and ñtruthò are so often the 

goals, Essaydi's work is plainly performative; it is purposefully artificial.ô375 This view 

would clearly align with readings of Essaydiôs work in the previous chapter. As her 

explicit deconstruction of tropes of the European visual imaginaire of the Arab and 

Muslim world makes clear, among Essaydiôs primary preoccupations is the way 

purported óauthenticityô in visual depictions surreptitiously smuggles ideological freight. 

Her emphasis on the constructedness of such images is of a piece of with her underscoring 

the artifice with which her own work is produced: in both cases, the technique 

 
373 Isolde Brielmaier, óRe-Inventing the Spaces Within: The Images of Lalla Essaydiô, Aperture, 

178 (2005), 20ï25 (p. 23).  
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women rather than a space created to serve the sexual appetites of menô (Ali). This concept of 
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series entitled Harem. 
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foregrounds the imbrication of subjectivity within ideological matrices that constitute and 

shape the individual.  

As discussed in the prior chapter, however, this is not to claim that she sees this 

as complete and thoroughgoing. Her works retains an optimism regarding the possibility 

of escaping such constitutive forces, by folding the constructive forces back on 

themselves, so to speak, such that they become objects of conscious play, rather than 

forces of subconscious control. This is analogous to Adornoôs idea of the redemptive 

valence of the aesthetic, as articulated for example in Aesthetic Theory.376 Adorno argues 

that the role of art is to turn the rationality of control usually expressed through technology 

back onto the technology itself, and in this way to disrupt the rationality. The pertinence 

of such a vision to a context of increasing mechanisation and rationalisation of social 

forms, such as Adorno confronted, is relatively obviously apparent. Essaydiôs equivalent 

vision achieves the same in a context where the prevailing technologies of control have 

been discursive, rather than material ï a fact inscribed in the text that covers the surfaces 

of her images. It is in this sense that the work of art óbears witness to the prophetic and 

transformative dimensions of the work of art as well its political and societal 

engagementô, as Hachad argues.377 

It is this liberatory dimension of the work that means that the process of 

preparation for the images can also be considered óa transformative experience [that] 

necessarily informs the meaning carried in the final product.ô378 The densely worked 

images, responding directly as they do to a dense palimpsest of discourses that have been 

imposed on the bodies of Arab women, represent a transformation of the constructedness 

into critique. The extensive preparation in its own way mimics the discursive construction 

of the Arab women that has been carried out in the visual traditions discussed elsewhere, 

but does so in plain sight, and collaboratively. Essaydi uses family members, friends, 

neighbours and acquaintances as models in her work. Some still live in her ancestral home 

in Marrakech, others like Essaydi herself form part of the Moroccan diaspora. Each year, 

before beginning preparations for her artwork, Essaydi organises gatherings with groups 

of up to 40 of these women who then spend a week or more talking about their lives and 
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the challenges they face on a daily basis. According to Essaydi, the texts she writes on 

the surfaces seen in her photographs are also often inspired or based on her transcriptions 

of these conversations or taken from the artistôs own journals, recounting her personal 

memories and fragments from her own life story.379 

Henna, the material that Essaydi chooses to write these texts in, has links to 

Moroccan cultural tradition and conveys multiple layers of symbolism. When dried, the 

henna plant (Lawsonia inermis) can be used to produce a dark reddish-brown natural dye 

that has been used for centuries in the Arab world and elsewhere to stain the skin and 

produce non-permanent body art. In Morocco, henna is traditionally worn and applied as 

a form of bodily adornment exclusively by females. It also forms a crucial element in 

celebrating the most significant milestones and rites of passage of female life in Morocco. 

Firstly, when a girl attains puberty her hands and feet are often decorated with henna 

designs to mark her passage into womanhood. Secondly, the bride-to-be takes part in an 

all-female ceremonial henna night (known as the berberisca or lilat el henna), prior to 

her wedding, attended by all the female relatives of the bride and groom. Henna designs 

usually made up of floral and geometrical patterns are applied to her hands and the henna 

is left undisturbed until it develops into a deep crimson, which is thought to enhance her 

charms for her husband. Importantly, this occasion is also traditionally the time when 

older married women pass on their knowledge to the bride-to-be. Finally, henna is also 

employed when the first born child is male to show the motherôs fertility.380  

 
379 It is unclear if Essaydi has deliberately revised her practice over the course of time to include 

a more diverse range of female voices rather than relying on text from her own journal. Darrow 

argued that Essaydiôs use of calligraphy based on texts taken from her own private journal could 

be interpreted as another form of silencing the women she represents rather than empowering 

them, since the voice she gives to the models by means of the veil of words ósimply substitutes 

Essaydiôs [Western Orientalised] voice for those of previous European malesô. See: Susannah B. 

Darrow, óNegotiating Hybridity in the Work of Lalla Essaydi: An Exploration of Gazeô 

(unpublished masters thesis, Georgia State University, 2013). 
380 Elizabeth Siegel, óThe Silk Road and Beyond: Travel, Trade, and Transformationô, Art 

Institute of Chicago Museum Studies, 33.1 (2007), 70ï96 (p. 94). In her thesis, óHenna for 

Brides and Gazelles: Ritual, Womenôs Work and Tourism in Moroccoô, Patricia L. Kelly 

Spurles (2004) provides a fascinating in-depth account of traditional all-female henna rituals in 

Morocco and how these have been commoditised in more recent times to produce tourist 

experiences catering for both females and males. See: Patricia L. Spurles, óHenna for Brides and 

Gazelles: Ritual, Womenôs Work and Tourism in Moroccoô (unpublished doctoral thesis, 

University of Montreal, 2004). 
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Historically, henna would have been applied by piping the pattern on with a paper 

cone, but now it is more common to use the method which Essaydi follows to produce 

the calligraphic script, using the hollow tip of a plastic syringe to obtain the delicate 

tracery required. Painting the womenôs bodies with henna requires several hours of 

uninterrupted work during which the models cannot rest, as this would lead to the 

calligraphy being smudged. Therefore, to relieve the boredom Essaydi ensures that music 

is played and food and drink are provided. There is also a dayôs rehearsal prior to taking 

the photographs, so that those participating know what to expect. According to Essaydi, 

the women participate: 

because they feel they are contributing to the greater emancipation of Arab women 

and at the same time conveying to a Western audience a very rich tradition often 

misunderstood in the West. They see themselves as part of a small feminist 

movement.381  

5.4.2 Responding to the text  

Essaydi has talked and written at great length about the process by which she produces 

her work and whenever she is questioned about the meaning of the Arabic calligraphy, 

Essaydi is at great pains to make it clear that the actual words in the text are intended to 

be undecipherable, even by Arabic speakers. For example, in Lin Essaydi states: óI go to 

great lengths to make the text illegible.ô382 However, this has not stopped several 

reviewers expressing their frustration and confusion when faced by the calligraphic text. 

The response of Richard Woodward to this aspect of Essaydiôs work ï óA translation 

would seem to be essential to interpreting the workô ï is exemplary of this trend.383 

Carlson, cited in Beemôs article on calligraphy, however, is more accurate in her 

assessment that recognising the presence of this henna calligraphy in Essaydiôs 

photographs is ócritical to an understanding of the artist's intentô.384 In the case of 

Converging Territories, what Essaydi writes is much less important than the material that 
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212). 



185 

 

 

she writes with, the writing style she purposely evokes and the surfaces she chooses to 

write upon. 

In interview, Essaydi explains how she draws on the popular cultural memory 

associated with both henna and calligraphy within Moroccan society: 

For me, [calligraphy] is important because itôs the writing style of the Quran, and 

because itôs a masculine art form I didnôt have access to growing up. Poetry, 

architecture and calligraphy have always been considered óhigh-artô in Islamic 

culture. By writing calligraphy with henna, a medium associated with womenôs 

craft, I put the two together instead of pulling them apart.385 

The artistôs own explanation helps to elucidate the cultural meanings which óhennaô and 

ócalligraphyô have for her personally, with the former being connoted as a popular craft 

practised by women, the other a high-art form restricted to men. She also alludes to 

another culturally constructed domain: since it is óthe writing style of the Quranô, 

calligraphy for her signifies the sacred realm, whereas henna is firmly associated with the 

secular realm.386 Furthermore, given its use in female-only gatherings, henna is also 

inevitably linked to the private space of the domestic sphere, whereas Arabic calligraphy 

typically forms part of the highly visible public space of Islamic architecture, most 

notably being used to ornament mosques. It could be argued then that by converging these 

spaces (masculine/high art/sacred/public and feminine/popular craft/secular/private) in 

her use of calligraphy and henna, Essaydiôs intention is to blur the traditionally rigid 

divisions between these domains (which also carry with them an implication of hierarchy) 

and to create new discourses reflecting the more fluid liminal spaces of the world she 

inhabits.  

However, as (mis)readings of her work show, this interpretation is dependent on 

a particular set of cultural associations and knowledge which are not necessarily shared. 

At the most basic level, for example, one male reviewer failed to grasp that Essaydi had 

used henna and inscribed all the surfaces by hand, and claimed that the visual effects in 

 
385 Lin [accessed 18 October 2019]. 
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the images had been produced by Photoshop software.387 Essaydiôs use of kufic-inspired 

henna calligraphy inscribed on pale cotton seems intended to specifically evoke the 

appearance of black or dark-brown ink used on parchment or paper typical of early copies 

of the Quran. However, her motivation for doing this led to much speculation from critics 

operating from within both Western and non-Western paradigms. For example, Siegel 

argued that Essaydi was óchalleng[ing] the traditional uses of calligraphy within Islamic 

culture, moving it from the circumscribed world of religious writings into the broader 

realm of contemporary artô, while Hachad claimed this was meant to make reference to 

óthe use of religion to justify the exclusion of women from the public spaceô.388 The 

ubiquity of this kufic-inspired text has divided critics as to whether it is empowering or 

overpowering. Some commentators see the henna inscriptions in Essaydiôs work in 

Converging Territories as a sign of female agency, a disruptive feminine discourse. 

Others take issue with this text on the grounds that calligraphic script is connoted as a 

masculine discourse. Covering the entire space within the framing of the photographs, it 

thus represents a symbolic dominant discourse and has been described as ówalls that bear 

witness to the physical confinement of women in historical and contemporary Arab and 

Islamic societies.ô389 Another female reviewer of her work observed along somewhat 

similar lines that óThe text seems to entrap the womenô.390 Compare this with Essaydiôs 

own comments on how she herself intended her scenarios to be viewed: óI created an 

imaginary space where the voice of these women, through written text, became both their 

walls and their freedom, where they can be who they want without restraint or 

hindrance.ô391  

The fact that the text is also inscribed on the bodies of the women, including the 

face, has proved if anything even more problematic when attempting to ascribe meaning. 

Numerous reviewers have described the henna calligraphy as a óveilô in the sense that it 

provides a protective layer, shielding the women from the objectifying gaze of the viewer 

but allowing them to look directly at the observer. The illegibility of the text also renders 

her expression literally unreadable. The womenôs bodies, whether veiled literally or 
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metaphorically in words, are no longer displayed in the typical pose of vulnerability.392 It 

can be argued that this removes any threat of voyeuristic pleasure and eliminates the 

potentially controlling male gaze.  

Critics like Vali, however, have read Converging Territories as a representation 

of confinement due to Essaydiôs use of this calligraphic veiling, seeing it as a óreiteration 

of the domination and silence of womenô that merely succeeds in óreducing the women 

represented to the stereotype of veiled females oppressed by Arab/Muslim cultureô.393 

Moreover, it is not difficult to find further evidence in a number of readings of 

Converging Territories that critics are continuing to operate within Orientalist discourse 

frames about the veil (even when this is a symbol veil of words) and the submissiveness 

of Arab women. Richard B. Woodward, of the Wall Street Journal refers to the henna 

calligraphy as óa curse, like the brandings on a slaveô while William Simone Di Piero 

compares Essaydiôs technique of inscribing henna on the womenôs faces, hands, and feet 

to the way in which ócaliphs once wrote on their concubinesô.394 Such responses appear 

to confirm, as Hachad observes, the ways in which ó[t]he systematic eroticisation of the 

veil and its association with the submission of women testifies to the existence of fixed 

and preconditioned readings that artists of Muslim and Arab heritage have to addressô.395 

We will return to this topic later when discussing the work of Shirin Neshat. 

For the present, this small selection of (mis)readings is sufficient to highlight 

some of the multiple and conflicting meanings that are generated by representations of 

veils, particularly when these are metaphorical or symbolic veils of words. In one sense 

it could be argued that Essaydi clearly achieved her goal of producing text that was 

illegible or indecipherable. More importantly, responses to Essaydiôs use of Arabic 

calligraphy appear to support Burrowsô claim that people react óto the idea of Arabicô, 

and their reactions are shaped by a diverse range of factors that have little if anything to 
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do with the actual meaning of the words.396 The prevailing Western understanding of 

Arabic script has been influenced by historical discourses, aesthetic and cultural practices, 

and is continually shaped by changes in the geopolitical landscape. It could be argued 

then that the Arabic calligraphy in Converging Territories appears to function as another 

form of veil that effectively creates a barrier to how viewers perceive Essaydiôs work. It 

operates as what Behiery referred to as a ócultural screen,ô preventing critics from seeing 

through or beyond it.397 

5.4.3 Beyond the veil of words 

In her book Womenôs Rebellion and Islamic Memory, published in 1996, Moroccan 

feminist writer and sociologist Fatima Mernissi explored the way womenôs role in Islamic 

tradition and their active involvement in politics and matters pertaining to the public 

sphere, especially in the early period of Islam, has been constructed as óeither non-existent 

or subaltern.ô398 Mernissi supported her claim with historical evidence demonstrating that 

Islamic cultural memory is both sexist and deliberately selective. For example, she 

demonstrated the ways official statistics elided womenôs contributions to national 

economic output, and the ways official policies on education and literacy sought to 

marginalise women. Mernissiôs work demonstrates the role of cultural and institutional 

forms in achieving an elision and repression of female agency much more significant than 

the veil, by showing how women are literally written out of the public discourse of 

Muslim countries. 

Apropos of this, one of the qualities of henna as a material that does not seem to 

merit any attention from critics, reviewers or indeed Essaydi herself as an artist is that it 

is not permanent. Unlike the ink on countless calligraphic manuscripts which remains 

clearly visible, the initial vividness of natural henna fades gradually over the course of 

time, until only the faintest traces remain, leaving the ghost of an image. Essaydiôs henna 

inscriptions can be said to serve, then, as an appropriate metaphor for the cultural amnesia 

highlighted by Mernissi, her compatriot. For as Simonowitz and other authors have 

demonstrated, women in Islamic cultures once actively participated in the production and 
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86.  



189 

 

 

transmission of texts, both sacred and secular. Some enjoyed considerable power and 

prestige. However, for the reasons noted in section 5.2.3, today they remain largely 

forgotten.  

Essaydi described the series Converging Territories as being óhaunted by 

spaceô.399 It one sense, it could be argued that it is, in fact, haunted by the spirit of these 

long-forgotten producers of text. Brielmaier opens her article about the North African 

artistôs work with a long quotation (reproduced here only in part due to the length of this) 

which she describes as a ótranslation of Arabic script seen in her [Lalla Essaydiôs] 

photographsô.400 Brielmaier does not reveal where this script appears in Essaydiôs work 

or the source of this translation. Certainly this does not read like a transcription of a 

conversation, but more like an extract from Essaydiôs own journal. Given that the artist 

has repeatedly stated in published interviews that she deliberately ensures that the Arabic 

script that she includes in her work is not legible, it can be assumed that in this case she 

has deliberately chosen to make this text accessible, since it effectively represents the 

artistôs own reflections on her work in this series: 

I am writing. I am writing on me, I am writing on her. [é] And now here I am, an 

open book: Inside the book cover, chapters are chaotic and confusing. The cover 

says more than the book [é] the rest of the book is still in progress. [é] Some 

chapters are written for me, by authors known and unknown. [é] I am staring at 

the book and not sure what language I am supposed to speak. When a book is 

translated, it loses something in the process and what am I but generations of 

translations? I stand guilty outside and I stand inside, profoundly buried in my 

translation, painting behind the words that are carried along by vital forces far 

greater than my own. I am a book that has no ending. Each page I write could be 

the first.401 

The artistôs statement merits further attention mainly because it provides some fascinating 

insights into Essaydiôs understanding of the essence of artistic creation. In an extended 

metaphor the artist likens herself to a book, but stresses that the book is still being written: 

she is a work in progress, a fact emphasised by the repetition of the phrase óI am writingô. 

Her reference to óauthors known and unknownô could equally be interpreted to refer to 
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influences on her own personal life or in a broader sense, the artistic traditions, 

conventions of representation and specific individuals that have shaped her work. 

This double meaning is also present in her reference to translation, which not only 

refers to the act of expressing the meaning of ideas originally formulated in one language 

in another language but also retains its original Latin meaning of physical relocation. In 

this sense, then, Essaydi herself has undergone several translations from her native 

Morocco, to Saudi Arabia for much of her married life, to France to study art and to her 

present home in the United States. However, when she refers to ógenerations of 

translations [é] words that are carried along by vital forces far greater than my ownô this 

seems to be more applicable to the discourse of representation itself, the constant 

transformation and re-interpretation of visual texts as they are carried from one culture to 

another across time and space. It can be argued that it is this process of ótranslationô of 

Orientalist representations of women that forms the core of her later series of photographs 

as discussed in Chapter Four. However, in Converging Territories, Essaydi is very much 

engaged in exploring how identity is culturally constructed in relation to discourses about 

space and how this process can be deconstructed and interrogated in representation. At 

the same time, her work can be seen as a self-reflexive commentary on that process.  

In Figure 51 the two women veiled in words are captured in a moment of silent 

dialogue across space, two converging territories mapped out by the contours of cloth: 

the producer and the consumer of text. The teller of tales on the right inscribes in henna 

the vivid story of her own life and the endless history of women like her, while her 

companion reads, the seeker of knowledge, attempting to decipher text that has faded but 

still remains a trace in cultural memory, waiting to be recovered from the amnesia 

imposed by time and neglect. The significance of the image ramifies in numerous 

directions. It can be read as an evocation of the relation between artist and audience, the 

artist encoding her meanings in the media available to her, and the audience seeking to 

apprehend these in the ways available to them. Alternatively, it may point to the work of 

cultural translation ï or traduction ï that is so prominent a theme of her work. She herself, 

living between East and West, is required to bridge the two cultures in her life and 

identity, and, as has been amply demonstrated, her work also engages directly with 

questions of intercultural representation and communication. Finally, and in the sense 

perhaps most emphatically underscored by her own comments, the image may represent 
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a diachronic transmission of meanings and identities, ógenerations of translations é 

carried along by vital forces far greater than my ownô.402  

 

Figure 51: Lalla Essaydi, Converging Territories, 2002-2004. Chromogenic print mounted on 

aluminium, 104 x 84.5 cm., private collection.  

 In this final sense, this writing again partakes of the liberatory force earlier 

identified as inhering in Essaydiôs work. Figure 51 depicts the transmission of discourses 

of subjectivity and agency despite the various efforts and projects to construct and obscure 

Arab and Muslim female identity, in a manner that emphasises that veiling and misprision 

are very different from actual silencing. The silence of the scene depicted speaks clearly 

of a discursive resilience of the self, through subterfuge and subtlety, below and between 

the codes imposed from above. Given the importance of the gaze to the constitution of 

(eroticised) subjective relations in the Orientalizing art discussed in Chapter Four, the two 

figuresô arrangement is significant. Turned to one another, giving the viewer the cold 

shoulder, they are both looking at the text, absorbed in a reciprocity mediated by discourse 

 
402 Brielmaier, p. 24.  

http://artasiapacific.com/image_columns/0005/1909/web_3.jpg
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that is the opposite of the Orientalist privileging of the viewerôs gaze. The illegibility of 

the text precludes the viewer from this communion, directly contrary to the ways 

Orientalist visual practice presents the female Other in a dense semiotic frame of 

reference as a spectacle. Such a reading therefore leads to a markedly different view than 

Darrowôs concerning the possible complicity of Essaydiôs practice with the Orientalizing 

forces she seeks to engage with. Instead, it highlights again the acute and penetrating 

deconstruction the work carries out on the terms of such discursive constructions to bring 

to light all that they preclude, in their overbearing construction of the Other. 

In the following section, I turn to consider Shirin Neshatôs use of calligraphy in her 

work. In a manner similar to Essaydiôs, she deploys it to interrogate the discursive ï and 

actual ï elision of Muslim women from public space and national memory. In her case, 

this most frequently focuses on the way womenôs roles in the Iranian Revolution have 

been written out through specific gendered relations of power and domination in order to 

buttress those relations. 

5.5 Shirin Neshat 

Born in 1957, Neshat was sent by her family to Los Angeles to complete her education at 

the age of 17, a custom frequently adopted by those upper middle-class Iranian families 

who could afford this. She was still studying in the United States in the late 1970s and 

ended up being marooned there when the Iranian Revolution took place in 1979, since 

her family had been ardent supporters of the Shah. After receiving her BFA and then 

MFA from the University of California, Berkeley, Neshat decided to move to New York. 

Although she originally trained as a painter, she became increasingly fascinated with the 

sense of reality and immediacy offered by the medium of photography.403 

When she finally made her first visit to post-Revolution Iran in 1990, arriving 

exactly one year after the death of Ayatollah Khomeini, Neshat witnessed at first-hand 

how Iranôs previously secular cultural identity had been transformed into a fundamentalist 

Islamic one over the course of a decade. The artist has acknowledged that this proved to 

be an unforgettable experience for her:  

 
403 See: Hamid Dabashi and Octavio Zaya, Shirin Neshat: The Last Word (Venice: Charta, 

2005). 
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The difference between what I had remembered from the Iranian culture and what 

I was witnessing was enormous. The change was both frightening and exciting; I 

had never been in a country that was so ideologically based. Most noticeable, of 

course, was the change in people's physical appearance and public behaviour.404  

For Neshat, this visible transformation became symbolic of much more significant social 

and political changes that had occurred in Iran as a result of the Islamic Revolution and 

the direct impact that these had produced on the lives of women.  

On another level, it also served to highlight the lack of change in the underlying 

patriarchal power structures that conditioned the roles Iranian women are allowed to play 

in familial, societal, and political spheres. According to Milani óThe veil, in its traditional 

sense, not only polarizes but delineates boundaries. It consigns ñpower,ò ñcontrol,ò 

ñvisibility,ò and ñmobilityò to one social category [men] at the expense of the other 

[women].ô405 Mackey observes that in Iran óthe authoritarian tradition of father, king, and 

cleric has shaped a whole culture into a pattern of dominance and subservience,ô leading 

to a structural order which allocates power to males in the public sphere and relegates 

females to the position of subordinates who are confined to the domestic realm.406  

In her more recent work, Neshat highlights what she regards as the failed promise 

of the Iranian Revolution, arguing that women who played a pivotal role in the 

introduction of the Islamic regime then ended up being constrained and excluded by the 

very state that they had helped to create. Neshat has not been back to Iran since 1996 on 

the grounds that she fears for her personal safety, a point that does well to illustrate that 

the silencing and elisions of women being contested are by no means simply discursive, 

but are enforced in very tangible ways too. The events surrounding the controversial film 

Submission written by Ayaan Hirsi Ali and directed by Theo van Gogh, are apposite to 

this point. The film recounts the stories of four fictional Muslim women, all played by 

the same actress. Each character wears a veil and is clothed in a garment that resembles 

a transparent black chador. The skin of each character is painted with three verses from 

the Quran. According to Atanasiu, the film shows óthe politically subversive nature of an 

 
404 Dabashi and Zaya, pp. 15ï16.  
405 Farzaneh Milani, Veils and Words: The Emerging Voices of Iranian Women Writer (New 

York, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1992), p. 5.  
406 Sandra Mackey, The Iranians: Persia, Islam, and the Soul of a Nation (London: Penguin, 

1998), p. 93.  
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alliance between eroticism and calligraphyô.407 The work was sufficiently similar to 

Neshatôs, specifically in its conceptual use of calligraphy as a means of critique, to be 

accused of having plagiarised her.408 Highlighting the lengths to which individuals are 

prepared to go to police the discursive boundaries being challenged by such depictions, 

the director of the film Theo van Gogh was assassinated for his role in the depiction, on 

the grounds on its offensiveness to orthodox Islam.  

 

Figure 52: Detail from the poster for Submission, dir. Theo van Gogh, 2016.  

5.5.1 Women of Allah: words and silence 

Neshatôs series entitled Women of Allah is considered to be the artistôs first major work, 

and it was produced in the period 1993ï1997, shortly after her first post-revolution visit 

to her homeland. She herself described the work as óconceptual narratives on the subject 

of female warriors during the Iranian Islamic Revolution of 1979ô.409 As previously noted 

 
407 Atanasiu, p. 14.  
408 See: Hamid Dabashi, Contemporary Art, World Cinema, and Visual Culture: Essays by 

Hamid Dabashi (London; New York, NY: Anthem Press, 2019). 
409 Shirin Neshat, óShirin Neshatô, Signs Journal <http://signsjournal.org/shirin-neshat> 

[accessed 18 May 2018]. 
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in Chapter Four, in the discussion of the visual representation of women in Iranian 

photography, the photographic legacy from the Qajar period has indirectly influenced 

Neshat in that it helped to establish a tradition of photographic portraiture in Iran at a time 

when elsewhere in the Islamic world many clerics remained adamantly opposed to 

figurative representation of the human form. As noted above, it also created a particular 

link between the use of this form of visual representation and the forging of a new Iranian 

national identity. There was also a powerful gendered dimension to this representation, 

with photographs of the Shahôs wives illustrating the complex interaction in this national 

identity between tradition and modernity, the secular and the religious, and the notion of 

public and private domains, all reflected in the portraits of veiled women. Aspects of these 

three dichotomies also continue to be apparent to a greater or lesser degree in the work of 

Shirin Neshat, bringing her own unique vision to bear on this issue.  

Some studies have claimed to see direct links between photographic portraits of 

women in nineteenth-century Qajar photography and the female figures in this series by 

Neshat, referring to her use of black and white, and the ópenetrating gaze, heavy draperies, 

and body posturesô of the women in her photographs.410 However, the portraits in the 

Women of Allah series are of vastly differing types. While it is certainly true that Neshat 

uses black-and-white silver gelatine as a medium for her largely monochromatic 

photographs, at times significantly she also picks out important details in red, namely, 

tulips and blood, both of which function as heavily loaded revolutionary symbols within 

these images due to their long links with martyrdom and sacrifice in Iranôs cultural history 

and their importance in the Islamic governmentôs discourse during the post-revolutionary 

era.411 Moreover, the women represented in Neshatôs series are veiled in black chadors, 

and those with full body portraits also typically feature them dressed in black manteau (a 

traditional outer garment for women that became particularly popular under Ayatollah 

Khomeini in post-revolutionary Iran). As previously noted, their Qajar antecedents were 

rarely photographed in black garments but were represented wearing a wide range of 

richly patterned chadors, hair ornaments and highly decorative clothing. The images of 

 
410 Elnaz Bokharachi, óDisplacement, Belonging, Photography: Gender and Iranian Identity in 

Shirin Neshatôs The Women of Allah (1993ï7) and The Book of Kings (2012)ô (unpublished 

thesis, Arizona Stuate University, 2015), p. 2.  
411 See: Manya Saadi-Nejad, óMythological Themes in Iranian Culture and Art: Traditional and 

Contemporary Perspectivesô, Iranian Studies, 42 (2009), 231ï246.  
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women wearing plain black chadors and manteau that Neshat produces surely owe more 

to the newspaper images of black-clad female revolutionaries carried by the Western 

press during the 1980s during their coverage of the IranïIraq War (1980-1988) (see 

Figure 53). 

 

Figure 53: Kaveh Kazemi, Basij women march carrying G-3 automatic assault rifles in a Tehran 

rally 29th November 1988 (Guardian, 2014). 

Neshatôs photographic images in Women of Allah are best known for the fact that 

much of the visible flesh (faces, hands, feet and chest) is usually overlaid with a dense 

but often delicate tracery of very diverse styles and sizes of calligraphic text. Unlike 

Essaydi, who literally writes Arabic on womenôs bodies using henna, Neshat carefully 

hand writes Persian poetry with ink onto the surface of her photographs, superimposing 

literary text on visual text. Neshat does not provide translations with her photographs and 

her works are often untitled, leaving viewers to interpret them as they wish. This means 

the text on her photographic images can be perceived very differently by various groups 

of viewers. Moreover, it is likely that many Western audiences may assume that given 

the title of Neshatôs series ï Women of Allah ï the text that they see displayed here 

consists of quotes from the Quran in Classical Arabic, given the long-established tradition 

of calligraphy in Islamic art, as discussed elsewhere in this thesis.  

This textual layer of Farsi calligraphy can be said to simultaneously conceal and 

reveal the identity of the females in these images, as Zabel notes: 

By including Farsi calligraphy written over the images [é] Neshat creates a pure, 

sensual, visual presence, and a material ornament that indicates meaning but hides 
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it from most Western audiences who, in most cases, will be unable to read or 

understand it.412 

For those who do not understand Persian or any of the cultural references alluded to, it 

could be argued that Neshatôs use of text remains undecipherable and serves a merely 

decorative purpose. However, those viewers who have the ability to read and understand 

Persian are able to make a series of intertextual connections between her photographs, 

her use of Persian calligraphy and her choice of poetic quotations, all of which add extra 

layers of meaning to her identity-based conceptual photographs. 

Neshat herself has commented on the important role that poetry has played in the 

cultural history of Iran: 

Iranians relate to poetry philosophically; in a way, it can easily be said that poetry 

becomes an expression of their existential angst, a way to cope and transcend the 

reality ï the perpetual political oppression that they seem to endure by one 

dictatorship or another. In formulation of my art, I too seem to be constantly 

infusing important specific political themes with a poetic language that is timeless 

and universal.413 

The Persian hand-written texts that she includes in her work come principally from two 

distinct and ideologically diametrically opposed sources: the work of Forough Farrokhzad 

(1935ï1967) and Tahereh Saffarzadeh (1936ï2008). Although both women were from 

the same generation, born within a year of each other, the former was known as a free 

spirit who celebrated her sexuality and questioned the restrictions imposed on Iranian 

women by traditional notions of morality, while the latter used her writing to inspire her 

fellow countrywomen to fight for the goals of the Islamic Revolution, both in body and 

in spirit. 

Farrokhzadôs modernist poetry was banned in Iran for over a decade following the 

Islamic Revolution and óshe became (and continues to be) a countercultural iconô who is 

still constantly referenced in Iranian diasporic art and literature.414 Farrokhzadôs poetry 

ópowerfully reasserts the often marginalised or totally erased voice of Iranian women 

 
412 Igor Zabel, óWomen in Blackô, Art Journal, 60.4 (2001), 16ï25 (p. 18).  
413 Rebecca R. Hart et al., Shirin Neshat (Detroit, MI: Detroit Institute of Arts, 2013), p. 40. 
414 Jasmin Darznik, óForough Goes West: The Legacy of Forough Farrokhzad in Iranian 

Diasporic Art and Literatureô, Journal of Middle East Womenôs Studies, 6.1 (2010), 103ï116 (p. 

105). 
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[challenging] the often singularized narrative of womenôs oppression, counteracting the 

plethora of negative media representations of contemporary Iranian lifeô.415  

Saffarzadeh was another prominent Iranian female poet, but unlike Farrokhzad, 

she was an ideologically driven writer who remained wholly sympathetic to the aims of 

the Islamic Revolution throughout her life. She was particularly noted for her writings 

about the role of women in the Islamic Revolution and the joy to be gained from self-

sacrifice and martyrdom (shahidah) for the greater good. A university-educated Iranian, 

Saffarzadeh was one of the first women to willingly adopt the black chador after the 

revolution. This act was intended to signal the fact that she wished to distance herself 

from the Western modernisation that was such a prominent feature of the Pahlavi regime, 

since she equated this with decadence in all aspects of Iranian life. 

For Saffarzadeh, Islam represented óan invigorating ideology of freedom and 

equalityô and she used her inspirational writing as a órevolutionary banner to mobilize 

peopleô.416 The ideological confrontation between the Islamic world and Western 

imperialism (now often referred to as óthe clash of civilisationsô) was a central theme of 

her work, and she openly advocated the superiority of Islamic identity, arguing that this 

was an integral part of Iranian identity.417 She also called for women to defend their 

Islamic identity by participating in jihad in the IranïIraq War (1980ï1988), praising those 

who were willing to sacrifice themselves as martyrs and choose a glorious death that 

guaranteed them eternal life in preference to living an ordinary existence. 

It is clear that the quotes from the work of these well-known authors of Persian 

poetry represent very different female voices with contrasting worldviews and that 

knowing this may be said to add to the layers of meaning in this series of photographs. 

However, to state that óshe praises Farrokhzadôs freedom of expression while challenging 

Saffarzadehôs militant call to Iranian womenô is surely to simplify Neshatôs intention in 

including these texts. Instead, it could be argued that essentially these contrasting literary 

voices simply reflect a more fundamental duality that lies at the heart of all her work and 

 
415 British Council, óIranianôs Favourite British Writerô, British Council 

https://iran.britishcouncil.org/en/ [accessed 17 January 2017]. (The source has since been 

removed whilst the British Council revises their content based on political situations in Iran.)  
416 Milani, p. 167.  
417 The term was coined by S. P. Huntington in 1993 in an article published in the journal 

Foreign Affairs. 

https://iran.britishcouncil.org/en/
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one that is accessible through the visual dimension to all viewers, regardless of their 

ability to decipher Farsi poetry418.  

5.5.2 Rebellious Silence 

This proposition can be illustrated by a detailed analysis of Rebellious Silence, one of the 

few works in this series that carries a specific title and one which presents us with an 

striking collocation of words that is surely intended to draw our attention to the fact that 

here the artist is indicating her interest in playing with juxtapositions, contrasts and 

dualities. Typically, a rebellious individual actively fights against something or for some 

cause; however, we are more likely to associate the word ósilenceô with a state of 

passivity. By placing these two terms together Neshat forces us to re-think the 

connotations of the title. In what circumstances might silence constitute a form of 

rebellious behaviour? What might an individual be rebelling against? 

 

Figure 54: Shirin Neshat, Rebellious Silence, Women of Allah series, 1994. Ink on photograph 

(photograph taken by Cynthia Preston), 142 x 98 cm., private collection.  

 In 2000, in an interview with Gerald Matt about her art, Neshat stated: 

 
418 Bokharachi, p. 69.  
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I see my work as a visual discourse on the subjects of feminism and contemporary 

Islam ï a discourse that puts certain myths and realities to the test, claiming that 

they are far more complex than most of us have imagined. I consider myself a 

passionate inquirer. I prefer raising questions as opposed to answering them as I 

am totally unable to do otherwise, and I am not interested in creating works that 

simply state my personal political point of view.419 

This suggests then that despite the obvious political connotations of órebelliousô in terms 

of overthrowing authority, this image should not necessarily be solely read as a direct 

comment on womenôs militant role in Iranôs Islamic Revolution. In the 1990s when the 

series was produced, for many Western viewers, the image of a black chador-clad female 

armed with a rifle staring defiantly out at them would have been perceived as a menacing 

one, particularly since the black and white Neshat uses in this work evokes more general 

press images from the era documenting the rise of what was commonly referred at that 

time in the Western world as óIslamic fundamentalismô (see Figure 53). They may also 

have interpreted the lines of the calligraphy across her forehead as a reference to the 

headband, worn by jihadists during the conflict between Iran and Iraq, which proclaimed 

in Arabic Allahu Akhbar (God is great), also seen in media images from the period. 

For many Western feminists, this image may have been viewed as a deeply 

disturbing one which they may have chosen to read as Neshatôs wholly negative comment 

on the submissive position of women in post-Revolution Iranian society under the 

leadership of Ayatollah Khomeini. In this interpretation, the lines of calligraphic text 

covering the womanôs face from under her eyes to her chin resemble a face veil, creating 

a kind of niqab effect. This impression is completed by the lines of text which are traced 

across the womanôs forehead, leaving only the area of the eyes and eyebrows totally clear. 

In this reading of the image, the woman is framed as an oppressed victim of politics, 

religion and patriarchy, unable to exercise any degree of free choice, with the chador 

erasing her individuality and the niqab acting symbolically as a form of gag.  

However, bearing in mind Neshatôs previous comments, readings of this type 

seem Orientalist in their attitude towards images of veiled women, and overly simplistic. 

 
419 Shirin Neshat, óThrough the Eyes of Shirin Neshatô, Auckland Art Gallery, 2004 

<https://www.aucklandartgallery.com/whats-on/exhibition/through-the-eyes-of-shirin-neshat> 

[accessed 18 October 2019]. 
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Neshat seems all too aware of this potential for her work to be understood in this way 

and, commenting specifically on this aspect of her own work, she described the veiled 

women represented in the series as óstrong and imposing [é] despite the Western 

representation of the veil as a symbol of Muslim women's oppressionô.420 It is important, 

therefore, to approach this self-portrait differently, and to begin by looking at it as an 

image that deliberately intends to play with juxtapositions, contrasts and dualities, as 

suggested by the title. Closer inspection does indeed reveal that there are some distinctive 

contrasting elements within the photograph. Beginning with the chador itself, at first 

glance this appears to be uniformly matte black, providing a striking contrast with the 

paler skin of the womanôs face. In fact, it is interesting to note how many of the reviews 

of this photograph perceive only a basic black/white contrast and use the adjective óstarkô 

to describe Neshatôs self-portrait, with this wordôs underlying connotations of severity, 

bleakness and austerity.  

However, the long barrel of the rifle acts as a strong vertical line here, effectively 

dividing the womanôs image in two. This dividing line itself also presents a contrast, with 

the light picking out a metallic gleam on the long tube-like structure of the barrel and the 

protruding front sight of the rifle. The same light source picks out every fold and crease 

in the black fabric of the chador on the left-hand side, giving this a sculptural quality of 

the kind seen in representations of the Virgin Maryôs mantle in icons and statues (see the 

discussion of Zineb Sediraôs work elsewhere in this thesis). 421 In comparison, the right-

hand portion of the chador appears much softer, almost hazy like smoke, the veilôs smooth 

flowing fabric gently draped over the wearerôs head, shoulder and upper body.  

Neshatôs use of the rifle as a dividing device in this image and her photographic 

treatment of the black fabric of the chador alert the viewer to the fact that a single element 

can present itself in a multiplicity of forms, assuming different qualities: stiffness and 

rigidity versus flexibility and flow. More importantly, she reminds us that these 

 
420 Menachem Wecker, óHow Arab Women Are Fighting Negative Stereotypes with Artô, 

Deseret News, 20 August 2015 <http://www.deseretnews.com/article/865634914/How-Arab-

women-are-fighting-negative-stereotypes-with-art.html> [accessed 30 April 2018]. 
421 There are numerous reproductions of this image by Neshat and sometimes the light source is 

shown coming from the left, at other times the image is reversed and this appears to come from 

the right-hand side. It has not proved possible to definitively identify which version is the original 

one. 



202 

 

 

contrasting facets always co-exist as a duality: the chador is made of one piece of fabric 

but it possesses both of these qualities.  

Although her use of text in this photograph is in part conceptual, as its use is 

elsewhere in her work, for those without access to the meaning of this language, it can be 

viewed as decorative. As previously noted, the calligraphic style used to pen these lines 

of script has been compared by a number of commentators to black lace covering the 

womanôs forehead and lower face.  

Some have interpreted this as a reference to the niqab, although the traditional 

Iranian face veil, the rubandeh, was typically a long light-coloured muslin-like cloth with 

a grille inserted that covered the whole face (see Figure 46). However, it could be argued 

that a face covering made of black lace, a material which has erotic connotations, is more 

closely associated with an Orientalist vision of the veil as an aid to seduction than with 

any Islamic dress code intended to preserve modesty. Once again, Neshat seems to have 

deliberately chosen to create a resemblance between this fine tracery of words and lace 

because of this textileôs dual ability to simultaneously reveal and conceal, and in thus 

doing to blur the division between the private and public domains usually marked by 

veiling. In interview Neshat has alluded to the erotic and sensual qualities that Western 

viewers associate with the veil and argues that this has little if anything to do with the 

way in which she herself depicts women in her photographs, but is evidence of an 

entrenched stereotype that relates to Orientalist attitudes.422 

In this respect, it is interesting here to briefly refer to a work by the Egyptian artist 

Ghada Amer (born 1963) entitled Borqa (1997), which also engages with such 

connotations of the textiles being used. Amer, who was raised in France and like Neshat 

currently resides in New York, produced this piece as a reaction to her fear that her 

country of birth, Egypt, was becoming increasingly conservative and that she would be 

forced to wear a face veil if she returned there. The traditional face covering used by 

women in Egypt was known as al-burquô and was a long face veil worn below the eyes 

and stretching down to the chest, similar to a niqab. Amerôs work, completed some three 

years after Neshatôs Rebellious Silence, consists of a black niqab-style face covering that 

the artist has decorated with black Bayeux French lace. By adding this lingerie-like detail 

 
422 John Lekay, óShirin Neshat: Interviewô, Heyoka Magazine, 4 (2006), unpaginated. 
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Amer thus transforms an article of Islamic clothing that symbolises modesty into an item 

of apparel that evokes the sensuality of the veil from Orientalist painting and 

photography. Amer has also used embroidery to decorate the lace with Arabic 

calligraphy. On closer inspection, however, it becomes clear that the Arabic text she has 

apparently used for ornamentation is in fact the definition of the word ófearô written in 

this language. Thus, Amerôs work manages to encapsulate the multiple meanings of the 

veil in Western and Islamic discourse and its complex relationship to female identity. 

 

Figure 55: Ghada Amer, Borqa, 1997. Silk, lace of Bayeux and black pearls, 31.75 x 27.75 in., 

private collection.  

As previously noted, the Persian calligraphy which Neshat incorporates in her 

work is not inscribed onto the skin of those who appear in her visual art, unlike Essaydiôs 

henna tattoo technique. It is clear that these lines of Persian script do not follow the 

contours of the human form represented in the image and this can be said to draw attention 

to the fact that what we are presented with here is simply text (lines of Persian poetry) on 

text (a photographic self-portrait). In this way, Neshat highlights that this is not a real 

woman but one form of representation layered on top of another and that it is ultimately 

the viewer himself or herself who must give meaning to this image.  

Close observation shows that, in fact, there is not only a vertical dividing line in 

this image (made by the rifle) but also a horizontal one, a fine line that stretches across 

the entire width of the image behind the female figure. These intersecting lines resemble 
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the crosshairs used both on gunsights and on a range of optical devices and emphasise 

that we are engaged in the act of looking at and focusing on an image. Neshat the artist 

presents herself as a text and then invites us to reflect on how we choose to interpret this 

veiled women as a visual discourse: Is this a menacing Other? A fanatical revolutionary? 

A devout believer or oppressed Muslim woman? A jihadi willing to die for a cause? An 

Iranian or an American? An Islamic fundamentalist or a feminist? As the curator Linda 

Komaroff observed of Neshatôs work: óItôs about reading herô.423 

It can be concluded then that the rebellious silence referred to in the title of this 

piece is that of Neshat herself who does not point her gun at us the viewers but presses it 

to her own lips, sealing them closed. This is the rebellious silence of an artist who is 

determined to resist the imposition of fixed labels or categorisations and stereotypical 

notions: she gazes directly into the camera and also out at viewers, challenging them to 

reflect on those preconceptions that serve to condition what they think they see.  

As this section has shown, calligraphy functions in Neshatôs work as a way of 

drawing attention to the frequently overdetermined discursive framing of Muslim women. 

As she herself has said, her work seeks to raise questions, rather than provide answers. 

The instability created by the posing of the question disrupts embedded tropes, forcing 

viewers to reconsider assumptions. Similarly, it works to draw attention to the ways 

female political agency has been systematically occluded and erased in official Iranian 

historiography since the revolution. The use in her images of the politically charged 

poetry of Forough Farrokhzad and Tahereh Saffarzadeh, in their very notable differences, 

underscores the vitality and energy of the roles Iranian women have played in the past 

and continue to play, a view intentionally obscured by official accounts.  

In the following section, I consider the work of Newsha Tavakolian, a compatriot 

of Neshatôs. Like the two artists considered previously in this chapter, Tavakolian makes 

diverse use of text in conjunction with photographic images to explore the contradictions 

and constraints of female Muslim identity.  

 
423 G. P. Boston, óVisions of the Islamic world: Behind the Veilô, The Economist, 2 October 

2013 <https://www.economist.com/blogs/prospero/2013/10/visions-islamic-world> [accessed 

18 October 2019]. 
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5.6 Newsha Tavakolian  

Newsha Tavakolian was born in 1981 and, like Ghadirian, is another representative of the 

new post-revolution generation of Iranian artists. Unlike Neshat, who has lived in exile 

in the United States since the Iranian Revolution in 1979 and also studied fine art at an 

American university, Tavakolian is based in Tehran and is a self-taught 

photojournalist/artist. At just 16 years of age, she began working for Zan, the first-ever 

Iranian weekly newspaper focusing on womenôs rights and covering the debates between 

Islamic modernisers and traditionalists.424 After just one year, however, the publication 

was banned on the orders of the Revolutionary Court.425 Since then, Tavakolian has 

worked as a photojournalist for nine other reformist newspapers, all of which were also 

banned by the authorities. Aged 18, she was the youngest photographer to cover the 1999 

student protests in Iran.  

She began to work and travel outside Iran in 2002, covering regional conflicts, 

including the war in Iraq and Syria, natural disasters, and social issues such as female 

genital mutilation.426 Her work has been published in TIME, the New York Times, Le 

Monde and National Geographic, among others. However, the chaotic aftermath of the 

controversial 2009 presidential elections in Iran led to a major clampdown on the media 

and journalists, forcing Tavakolian to make the decision to focus on projects that combine 

social documentary and art.  

Since then, her work has been widely exhibited at international institutions 

including the Victoria and Albert Museum, the British Museum, the Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art, and Boston Museum of Fine Art. In 2014, Tavakolian won the Carmignac 

Gestion Photojournalism Award, sponsored by the French investment banker Edouard 

Carmignac, but then became embroiled in controversy when she turned down the 50,000-

euro grant due to what she called óirreconcilable differencesô over the presentation of her 

work.427 Blank Pages of an Iranian Photo Album was a photojournalistic report on young 

 
424 Jay Pomerantz, óListen by Newsha Tavakolianô, A Photo Student 

<http://www.aphotostudent.com/james-pomerantz/2011/02/07/listen-by-newsha-tavakolian> 

[accessed 19 October 2019]. 
425 See: Ziba Mir -Hosseini, Islam and Gender: The Religious Debate in Contemporary Iran 

(London: I. B. Tauris, 1999) 
426 Pomerantz [accessed 19 October 2019].  
427 Pomerantz [accessed 19 October 2019]. 
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Iranians, representing their attempts to balance the demands of an increasingly modern 

society with religious and cultural traditions.  

According to Tavakolian, ófrom the moment I delivered the work, Mr. Carmignac 

insisted on personally editing my photographs as well as altering the accompanying texts 

to the photographsô.428 She explained on her Facebook page that the final straw came 

when he chose  

é an entirely unacceptable title for my work that would undermine my project 

irredeemably ï his insistence on changing the name of the project from Blank 

Pages of an Iranian Photo Album to the overused and loaded title The Lost 

Generation was simply not acceptable to me [because it] changed the nature of my 

project from a subtle attempt to bring across the realities of life of my generation 

in Iran to a coarse and horrible clichéd view about [the country].429 

Tavakolian believed that the changes to her work were being requested in order to ensure 

it was framed within the expectations of Western neoliberal audiences whose views about 

Iran were ill-informed and biased.430 Other members of the awarding committee for the 

prize voiced their protests in support of Tavakolian and eventually an agreement was 

reached which allowed her to maintain control over the naming and content of her work. 

This incident ironically illustrates that Iranian artists are not only subject to censorship 

from their own government but can also face interference in their work within the Western 

context. 

 Like Neshat and Essaydi, Tavakolian combines calligraphy with photographic 

images in ways that underscore the silencing of women in both historical and 

contemporary socio-political dispensations. Indeed, the capacity of women to speak and 

be heard is an explicit theme of her installation Listen, to which I turn next. As with 

Essaydiôs and Neshatôs work, in this project text and image interact in complex ways to 

 
428 British Journal of Photography, óPatron of International Photography Prize Accused Of 

Censorship [Update]ô British Journal of Photography, 15 September 2014 <https://www.bjp-

online.com/2014/09/2014-carmignac-gestion-photojournalism-award-controversy/> [accessed 

17 October 2019].  
429 Newsha Tavakolian, óNewsha Tavakolian Photographyô, Facebook, 2018 <https://en-

gb.facebook.com/pg/Newsha-Tavakolian-Photography-440265656043589/about> [accessed 4 

May 2018]. 
430 See: Babak Elahi, óThe Critic as Activist: The Art Review Discourse in Iranô, Alif Journal of 

Comparative Poetics, 35 (2015), 178ï182. 
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explore the relation of visibility and invisibility to speech and silence, and the resources 

of resistance potentially available in the latter terms of the respective oppositions. A 

younger artist than the other two, Tavakolian appears far more cynical regarding the 

liberatory potentials that may inhere in invisibility and silence, instead offering up a body 

of work much more insistent in its sarcastic juxtaposition of apparently irreconcilable 

aims and ends.  

5.6.1 Listen  

This section focuses on Tavakolianôs project Listen which consists of three distinct but 

interrelated elements. The first element is a six-screen video installation (lasting just over 

eight minutes) which features six óprofessional women singers who are not allowed to 

sing solo, perform in public or produce CDôs in Iran because of Islamic tenetsô.431 

Importantly, there is no accompanying soundtrack so although these women are clearly 

performing their songs, the viewer can see them but not hear them. The second element 

of Listen is made up of six individual head and shoulder portraits capturing the same six 

women in the midst of their performance, all with eyes closed. Six further images 

comprise the third and final element of Tavakolianôs Listen project. When exhibited, these 

images complete with album titles were used as the inserts in CD cases which were 

suspended from the ceiling like a mobile. However, none of the cases actually contained 

a CD.  

On her website, Tavakolian comments: 

The photographs are taken of the professional women singers performing in their 

mind in front of a large audience where in reality this was taking place in a small 

private studio in downtown Tehran. Subsequently, in my mind I made a dream 

cover for each of the women which was my own interpretation of the society I live 

in and experience, however the CD cases will for now remain empty.432  

 
431 Newsha Tavakolian, Newsha Tavakolian Photography, 2018 

<http://www.newshatavakolian.com> [accessed 4 May 2018]. Tavakolianôs video can be 

viewed online at YouTube (https://www.youtube.com/watch/v=9hv_8nYqRxA). Ironically, a 

single comment has been left by a viewer: óNo soundô. 
432 Tavakolian [accessed 4 May 2018].  

https://www.youtube.com/watch/v=9hv_8nYqRxA
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Figure 56: Newsha Tavakolian, Maral Afsharian, from the series Listen, 2010. Pigment print 

photograph, 23 5/8 x 31 1/2 in., private collection.  
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(The singers featured in the portraits are: Top left: Ghazal Shakeri; top right: Unknown; Middle 

left: Mahsa Vahdat; Middle right: Sayeh Sodaifi; Bottom left: Azita Akhavan; bottom right: 

unknown.) 

The following text entitled óImaging a dreamôwas displayed to visitors as they 

entered the Listen installation: 

Eyes closed, mouths open,  

As if in a dream.  

Standing facing us with their backs  

To the darkness,  

They sing, soundless; 

They have been standing here,  

Singing for themselves  

For a long time,  

Imagining us, hearing, 

Standing,  

Facing days of tedium,  

Facing a world that has adorned them with a false crown.  

Standing, waiting. 433  

While it is clear that the opening lines are a reference to the images of the female singers 

featured in the video and the portraits, the last three lines seem to be more applicable to 

the images used for the imaginary CD album covers, all of which feature the same single 

young woman, dressed in black chador and manteau, standing motionless. In several of 

the shots, she is alone on or by a road in a bleak urban cityscape with the concrete high-

rise blocks of contemporary Iran behind her. In another she waits in what appears to be a 

bus shelter, incongruously wearing a silver tiara over her chador. Only one of the images 

is strikingly different and features the same young woman with a similarly unreadable 

expression standing waist-deep as the waves roll in around her (Figure 59).  

Interestingly, just as Ghadirianôs Qajar series evoked a previous period of Iranian 

history, here Tavakolianôs images of the singers are also intended to recall a former era, 

that of pre-Revolution Iran. The sparkling sequinned curtain in black, red, purple or gold 

which forms the backdrop to the series of portraits was deliberately chosen by Tavakolian 

 
433 It is unclear if this word is meant to be óimagingô orô imaginingô. In a sense, both would be 

possible. 
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óto make it look as though each of the women was performing on an old Iranian television 

show before the revolution, when such things were possibleô.434 This evocation of pre-

revolutionary times is also signalled by the fact that none of them wears the typical black 

chador seen in the previous Iranian images shown in this chapter. As the photographs 

show, each of the women wears some form of covering on their head but the styles of 

veiling, the type of fabrics and colours used all vary dramatically here, with richly 

patterned headscarves, elegant turbans, and rousari highlighting the individuality of each 

women rather than erasing this. In some cases, the womanôs hair is clearly visible, 

something else which is frowned upon by the contemporary Iranian authorities. 

 

Figure 57: Types of headscarf. Digital image, https://barringtonstageco.org/types-of-islamic-

veils/ [accessed 20 February 2020]. 

The vivid colours in these portraits and the video images evoke the dream referred 

to in Tavakolianôs accompanying text, as does the fact that the women are all pictured 

with their eyes closed. These intense colours also contrast markedly with the generally 

more muted tones used in the images for the mock CD covers. The animated expressions 

captured on each performerôs face in the portraits suggest they are experiencing a whole 

range of emotional states, from blissful ecstasy to anguished pain, and again this forms a 

 
434 Andrew Coppelman, The Photo Blog, 3 October 2012, http://www.slate.com/culture 

/2018/05/ [accessed 12 October 2018]. This effect of a television image is emphasised in the 

picture which Tavakolian uses on her own website to introduce the project, which has been 

treated to resemble the grainy quality of a photograph that has been taken of an image being 

broadcast on a television screen. 

https://barringtonstageco.org/types-of-islamic-veils/
https://barringtonstageco.org/types-of-islamic-veils/
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stark comparison with the blank countenance and lifeless eyes of the young woman shown 

on the CD insert images.  

Commenting on her own work, Tavakolian notes on her Facebook page: 

For me a womenôs voice represents a power that if you silence it, imbalances 

society and makes everything deform. The project Listen echoes the voices of these 

silenced women. I let Iranian women singers perform through my camera while the 

world has never heard them.435 

Most of the images featured on the mock CD album covers suggest elements of the 

imbalance and deformation that Tavakolian refers to in this statement. In the two images 

shown here, the calligraphic text that is supposed to be the name of the CD itself plays an 

important role in this respect, having been significantly distorted.  

Kennicott sees Tavakolianôs use of text in these images in positive light, arguing 

that: 

Rather than superimpose it on female subjects, she represents it as deferential to 

the women in her images. In Listen, the text of the Persian calligraphy is not 

overlaid onto the body of the women represented, but acts in a different way. In 

one case it frames the woman, in another appears behind her or, in one case, curls 

around her arms and torso, respecting the body.436 

However, given the negative context of the images in which the text appears, there seems 

little justification for this reading. 

In the first example, the bright red lettering appears to drip down, suggesting the 

flow of blood from an open wound. This interpretation is further supported by the red 

boxing gloves that look completely out of place here on the hands of the young woman. 

At the same time, the red parallel lines created resemble bars that seem to imprison the 

black-clad figure. Given the striking contrast here between the monochrome image and 

 
435 Tavakolian [accessed 4 May 2018]. 
436 Philip Kennicott, óA Womanôs Place in the Middle East? For Some, Itôs Behind a Cameraô, 

Washington Post, 15 April 2016, <https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/a-

womans-place-in-the-middle-east-for-some-its-behind-a-camera/2016/04/15/0c879922-fcfe-

11e5ï9140e61d062438bb_story. 

html?utm_term=.09351d4da722> [accessed 18 October 2019]. 
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the details picked out in red combined with the use of Persian calligraphy it is also 

possible to read this as a reference to the work of Shirin Neshat. 

In the second image, the womanôs head appears to be enclosed in a cube of some 

kind. The opaque quality suggests she is frozen in ice or encased in Perspex. However, 

the shape also echoes the head and shoulders portrait of the performing singers shown on 

a video screen or television set without any of the dream-like quality. The calligraphic 

text in this image appears to be wrapped about her torso like curving steel bands. In both 

of these cases, the overall impression is one of restriction. 

 

Figure 58: Newsha Tavakolian, Untitled, Listen, 2010. Ink on photograph, both pictures 105 x 

130 cm., private collections.  

As previously noted, one of the mock CD covers is very different to the others. It 

does not feature the harsh reality of an urban backdrop but instead a wide-open horizon 

of rolling waves and enough breeze to make the young womanôs black chador billow out 

sideways. Tavakolian herself identified the deliberate allusion here to Sandro Botticelliôs 

iconic painting The Birth of Venus, although in this case, of course, the Iranian Aphrodite 
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is fully clothed and her chador rather than her hair streams out beside her.437 Here, the 

Persian calligraphy imposes no restrictions on the female body, appearing to float about 

the figure, like the roses scattered by Zephyr and his companion in Botticelliôs original 

work. Indeed, overall, the image evokes a sense of freedom which clearly distinguishes 

from the others. However, Tavakolianôs title for this imaginary album reveals the cruel 

irony of the representation: óDonôt forget this is not you.ô  

 

Figure 59: Newsha Tavakolian, Untitled, Listen, 2010. Ink on photograph, 105 x 130 cm., 

private collection.  

 
437 Block [accessed 4 May 2017].  
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Figure 60: Sandro Botticelli, The Birth of Venus, c. 1485. Oil on canvas, 1.72 m x 2.78 m, Uffizi 

Gallery, Florence, Italy.  

5.7 Conclusion 

Essaydi, Neshat and Tavakolian have all chosen to incorporate text in their respective 

works, although this veil of words serves a different function in each case. For Essaydi, 

Arabic calligraphy is of key importance in her exploration of cultural space. She uses it 

to deconstruct a number of binary oppositions and hierarchies relating to masculinity and 

femininity, the sacred and the secular, high art and popular craft, and public and private, 

all spatial territories that are culturally constructed in and through discourse and 

representation. For Neshat, the written discourse of extracts from Farsi poetry by female 

writers representing opposing ideologies is used to reflect the visual dichotomies she 

constructs in her work.  

Both these visual artists consciously invoke calligraphic traditions and 

conventions associated with Islamic art and then contest them by juxtaposing text with 

the female body, using it to explore issues relating to identity and to the politics of 

representation. As this analysis has also shown, both artists are also interested in 

disrupting visual regimes and in forcing viewers of their work to think again about how 

they (mis)read representations of women, whether they are literally or metaphorically 

veiled. 



215 

 

 

Neshat and Tavakolian represent two distinct generations whose personal lives, 

worldviews and artistic practice have been undeniably shaped by political events in Iran, 

the country of their birth. Surprisingly, though, as this chapter has shown, it is possible to 

discern some common cultural threads, artistic influences and thematic trends within their 

work. Both have drawn on the rich heritage of Iranôs Persian calligraphic traditions, which 

has influenced the use of text for both decorative and conceptual purposes in their work. 

Like almost all the artists considered in this thesis, they are both also interested in the 

nature of the relationship that exists between apparently opposing discourses, for example 

the east versus the west, the modern world and the traditional one. Crucially, both also 

place particular emphasis on exploring the theme of womenôs identity, taking issue 

specifically with the restrictions and limitations that have been and continue to be 

imposed upon Iranian women simply by virtue of their gender. 

In the following chapter, I draw on the new field of Fashion Studies to explore how 

contemporary Muslim women are engaging with the loaded discourse of the veil and 

veiling to frame and re-frame their identities.  
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6 Chapter Six: A Way to Be Ourselves: Re-Fashioning 

Muslimah Identity  

óItôs not an accessory ï itôs what I believeô  

ð NabiilaBee, fashion vlogger on hijab 

óOur clothes are too much of a part of us for most of us to be entirely indifferent to their 

condition: it is as though the fabric were indeed a natural extension of the body, or even 

of the soulô.438  

This chapter uses theoretical perspectives from the relatively new interdisciplinary field 

known as Fashion Studies to help to interpret a series of works by artists who make 

implicit and explicit references to the discourse about fashion in order to frame their 

representations of hijab as an assertion of identity. The works discussed here by Manal 

Al -Dowayan, Ghada Amer, Mona Hatoum, and the husband-wife collaborative team of 

Farhad Moshiri and Shirin Aliabadi ask viewers to think again about the symbolism of 

bodily coverings, the visual representation of the dressed body and the multiple meanings 

that the act of covering the body may have. They show that fashion can act as a means of 

interrogating social and cultural norms and conventions in relation to gender. It can be 

used as a symbol of a collective political identity. It can speak to concerns about 

identifying with others and/or asserting oneôs own distinctiveness and difference as an 

individual. It can also serve as a potent symbol of empowerment, resistance or 

contestation, linking the personal and the political. 

6.1 Introduction  

The works discussed in the previous chapters are firmly framed within particular artistic 

traditions and require viewers to read them intertextually in reference to specific 

discourses in order to more fully understand the themes with which the artist is engaging 

and the extent to which as an individual she brings a new and distinctive voice to an 

ongoing dialogue about representation of veiled women. Thus, for example, without 

understanding the discourse of nineteenth-century Orientalist paintings by Europeans, it 

is not possible to understand the ways in which contemporary artists from Islamic cultures 

 
438 Quentin Bell, On Human Finery: A Classic Study of Fashion through the Ages (London: 

Hogarth Press, 1976), p. 19.  



217 

 

 

have used elements from this in their own work to challenge this Eurocentric vision of 

Muslim women. Similarly, without having an awareness of the importance of calligraphy 

within Islamic art, it is difficult to appreciate the extent to which the inclusion of this in 

works by female artists both pays homage to this form of ornamentation and 

simultaneously subverts the gendered conventions it represents. In this chapter, it is 

argued that the works discussed here draw upon another form of discourse, that of the 

domain of fashion, and their creators make implicit and explicit references to this set of 

cultural practices in order to frame their representations of hijab as an assertion of 

personal, cultural and political identities. 

This chapter was being written at a particularly apt time, since in late September 

2018 the de Young Museum in San Francisco opened its exhibition entitled 

óContemporary Muslim Fashionsô focusing on óhow Muslims define themselves ï and 

are defined by ï their dress, and how these choices can reflect the multifaceted nature of 

their identities.ô.439 Having previously attracted large crowds for its exhibitions 

showcasing the work of European fashion designers such as Yves Saint Laurent and Jean-

Paul Gaultier, the museum chose to acknowledge the importance not only of a multi-

billion dollar global industry but also to highlight the role that fashion plays in self-

definition and in social communication and the extent to which óorganized religion and 

spiritual beliefs may affect identities presented through dressô. 440  

When asked to comment on the curatorial approach to the forthcoming exhibition, 

Max Hollein, director of the de Young Museum at the time, stated that they planned óto 

apply the same scholarly rigor [é] that we would apply to an Old Mastersô showô.441 His 

response hints at some of the long-lasting and unresolved debates concerning the links 

between art and fashion which have often been sparked by museum exhibitions. In 1983, 

for example, the Costume Institute at the Metropolitan Museum of Art put on a 

 
439 Jori Finkel, óñThe Fashion of Islamò to arrive at de Young in 2018ô, New York Times, 26 

December 2016 <www.nytimes.com/by/jori-finkel> [accessed 11 November 2018]. The first 

museum exhibition in a Western context to focus on óFaith, Fashion, Fusionô opened at the 

Powerhouse Museum, Brisbane, Australia in 2012. See Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences, 

https://maas.museum/inside-the-collection/2017/12/07/faith-fashion-fusion-muslim-womens-

style-in-australia. 
440 Welters and Lillethun, p. 123. According to The Business of Fashion website, Muslim 

consumer spending on clothing is expected to reach $368 billion dollars by 2021. Of this total, it 

is thought that faith-based modest fashion purchases will represent 18%.  
441 Finkel [accessed 11 November 2018]. 
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retrospective covering a quarter century of Yves Saint Laurent's designs. As Blechman 

notes, the fact that the iconic clothes were displayed óin the same manner and context as 

masterpieces by Picasso, Monet, and Pollock angered many critics, who were forced to 

question whether an ñappliedò or ñdecorativeò art should be elevated to the same platform 

as fine artô.442  

The extent to which fashion still aspires to the privileged status ascribed to art was 

well illustrated recently in an article about model Halima Aden. Aden, a Somali-

American, made news headlines in November 2016 when she reached the semi-finals of 

the Miss Minnesota beauty pageant while wearing a hijab and proudly modelling a burkini 

in the swimwear round. She was subsequently awarded a contract with a prestigious 

modelling agency and was widely celebrated for being the first Muslim model choosing 

to wear a hijab and dress modestly while on the job. Her achievements were celebrated 

in the November 2017 edition of the fashion magazine Harperôs Bazaar and accompanied 

by the following image:  

 

 
442 The French couturier himself further blurred the lines between the two fields by once 

describing himself as óa failed painterô. See: Meredith Blechman, óIs Fashion Art? Addressing 

The Ongoing Debateô, Artspace, 12 March 2013 <www.artspace.com> [accessed 11 November 

2018].  

https://snobette.com/?s=Halima
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Figure 61: Halima Aden óArt of Beauty,ô Harperôs Bazaar, November 2017. 

Any readers of the magazine who had failed to spot the inspiration for her portrait 

were reminded that this was Girl with a Pearl Earring by 17th-century Dutch painter 

Johannes Vermeer. 

 

Figure 62: Johannes Vermeer, Girl with a Pearl Earring, c.1665. Oil on canvas, 44 x 39 cm., 

The Mauritshuis, The Hague. 
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In this particular instance, literally reframing Aden as the subject of an iconic 

masterpiece brought cultural cachet to a fashion glossy for recreating this ópainterly 

image.ô443 However, it also served to re-inscribe Aden, the potentially problematic veiled 

black Muslim model, into the safe domesticated domain of Vermeerôs portrait, in which 

the female is wearing a turban as a fashionable Oriental prop, not a strong statement of 

personal identity. 

This chapter will not engage further with the debate about fashion and fine art, but 

rather will use theories from the relatively new interdisciplinary field known as Fashion 

Studies to help to interpret a series of works by artists which ask viewers to think again 

about the symbolism of bodily coverings and the multiple meanings that the act of 

covering the body may have in relation to identity. The works discussed here are by Manal 

Al -Dowayan, Mona Hatoum, and Farhad Moshiri and Shirin Aliabadi (a collaborative 

work).  

6.2 Thinking About Fashion 

Ethnographers have long been interested in exploring the meanings associated with 

bodily adornment within societies, as have costume historians. However, it is only more 

recently that Fashion Studies has emerged as an interdisciplinary academic field that has 

focused attention specifically on fashion as a crucial element in identity politics, seeing 

this as óa cultural practice that is bound up with the specification of our sense of self as 

both individuals and as members or groups.ô444 Fashion Studies sees fashion as a system 

which relies on the imperative of change and the formation of consensual trends, and 

within that system, individuals choose from the range of options on offer to create a 

personal style which they perceive to be unique and distinctive.445 However, these choices 

are never random because a fashion system óis shaped by techniques, attitudes, aesthetics 

and so on, which are socially and historically locatedô.446 This concept is particularly well 

illustrated in this chapter in the later discussion of the use of the colour black in clothing 

and its multiple and changing meanings across time and geographical context, symbolism 

 
443 Jenna Sauers, óWhy Model Halima Aden Refuses to Remove Her Hijab for Fashionô, 

Harpers Bazaar, 6 November 2017, 33 (p. 33).  
444 Jennifer Craik, Fashion: The Key Concepts (London; New York, NY: Berg, 2009), p. 2.  
445 Craik, pp. 2ï3.  
446 Joanne Entwistle, óThe Dressed Bodyô, in The Fashion Reader, ed. by Linda Welters and 

Abby Lillethun (London: Berg, 2003; 2007), pp. 93ï104 (p. 93).  
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which is fully and knowingly exploited by Moshiri and Aliabadi in their collaborative 

work My Black Dress (see section 6.9).  

In order to understand the dressed body and also to more fully appreciate how and 

why artists choose to represent this in particular ways, it is useful to view clothes as a 

form of non-verbal communication, a system of meaning within which they operate as 

ósymbols that indicate social markers such as status, gender, social group allegiance, 

personality, fashionability, and sexualityô.447 Adrienne Evans and Sarah Riley highlight 

the links between clothing and identity (trans)formation, referring to fashionôs ability to 

óstake out the terrain of ñbecomingòô and pointed specifically to the function that apparel 

can play in helping individuals and groups to imagine and construct new social and sexual 

identities.448 She also suggests that concepts such as masquerade449 and performativity 

can prove useful in the context of studying fashion.450 Entwistle provides a more 

elaborated account of how modes of dress are closely related to the reproduction of 

gender, drawing on Butlerôs notion of gender performativity. Entwistle reads Butler as 

positing that: 

it is in, and through, techniques of the body that sex/gender is reproduced. In other 

words, there is no prior ónaturalô sex, only performances of male and female that 

are always cultural. [é] [S]ex is the product of cultural inscriptions and discourses 

that constantly call upon us to act as ómasculineô or ófeminineô through techniques 

and strategies of the body/dress.451  

The techniques and strategies that an individual needs in order to perform their identity 

as male or female include not only ólearning appropriate ways of dressingô but also 

creating a recognisable gendered identity óthrough choice and mode of wearing clothes 

and accessoriesô and also ógestures, expressions and movementô.452 

 
447 Craik, p. 5.  
448 Adrienne Evans and Sarah Riley, óImmaculate Consumption: Negotiating the Sex Symbol in 

Postfeminist Celebrity Cultureô, Journal of Gender Studies, 22.3 (2012), 268ï281 (p. 269).  
449 Michael J. Apter, The Dangerous Edge: The Psychology of Excitement (New York, NY: Free 

Press, 1992). 
450 Both these concepts have been discussed in previous chapters of this thesis in relation to 

work by other artists.  
451 Entwistle, p. 101.  
452 Entwistle, p. 97; Craik, p. 3. 
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Craik argues that by making his or her choice of clothing or other bodily 

ornamentation or adornment, óa person is animating (making alive, activating, 

performing) her or his body by imposing on it a social veneer that permits it to perform 

in specific desired ways and to be interpreted in the intended manner by othersô.453 For 

artists with a particular interest in exploring female identity within an Islamic context, the 

representation of the acts of veiling/de-veiling/unveiling/re-veiling the body and also of 

the apparel and accessories associated with this can serve as a means of interrogating 

social and cultural norms and conventions in relation to gender. This is particularly 

appropriate to the work of Manal Al-Dowayan. 

At the same time, since dress is óan important component in negotiating identity,ô 

it can also serve as a symbol of empowerment, resistance or contestation, linking the 

personal and the political.454 As this chapter will demonstrate, this has not escaped the 

notice of contemporary MENA-based female artists, who deploy these aspects of the 

semiotics of fashion in their work in a range of ways and to various effects. Manal Al-

Dowayan, for example, deploys a subtly satirical mode of contrast and juxtaposition to 

highlight the assumptions implicit in certain attitudes to attire, while Mona Hatoumôs 

work provides an imaginative reworking of a traditional Arab headdress, drawing on 

multiple discourses from the domains of politics, history and fashion, to raise issues about 

gender, religion, nationality and political conflict. Finally, Farhad Moshiri and Shirin 

Aliabadi underscore the ironies of specific fashion discourses to demonstrate clashes of 

ideology between East and West. As has frequently been noted in this thesis, the humour 

of these images is amongst their most striking qualities. It is a humour that allows for a 

particularly subtle cultural, political, and social critique, deconstructing ideological 

oppositions and opening up a space of in-betweenness where imposed identities can be 

contested. In exploring this, the chapter turns first to the work of Manal Al-Dowayan. 

6.3 Manal Al -Dowayan: I amé a Petroleum Engineer 

Manal Al-Dowayan was born in 1973 and raised in the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia, 

the region that is home to most of the kingdomôs oil and chemical production industry, 

and an area that has experienced sweeping social and economic changes since the 1950s. 

 
453 Craik, p. 3.  
454 Lillethun and Welters, p. 165.  
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Her family lived in the Aramco compound in Dhahran and in the biographical notes on 

her own website she notes óI belong to a community of oil familiesô.455 In addition to 

holding an MA in Contemporary Art Practice in Public Spheres from the Royal College 

of Art, London, Al-Dowayan also has a Master's degree in Systems Analysis and Design, 

and for many years has worked as a computer information systems analyst for Saudi 

Aramco.456  

Al -Dowayan began her career as an artist in the early 2000s, producing black and 

white photographic images, but in more recent years she has worked with a diverse range 

of media, including sculpture, video, soundscapes, and even LED and neon lighting. In 

addition, through her large-scale participatory installations she has encouraged hundreds 

of women to collaborate in producing artwork that is intended to highlight issues relating 

to social injustice. These installations have included Suspended Together (2011), Esmi 

(My Name) (2012) and Tree of Guardians (2014). Since the start of her career she has 

always been particularly interested in using her work to reflect critically on the status of 

Saudi women and on their (non)representation within society. Her artistic practice focuses 

on exploring the closely related themes of memory and forgetting and the ways in which 

these concepts are intrinsically connected to both the construction and erasure of personal 

and collective identities. Her work has been exhibited in venues in Denmark, Italy, South 

Korea, the United Kingdom, Qatar, Canada and the United States.  

 
455 Elvina Halli, óThrough the world of Manal Al-Dowayanô, Contemporary Practices Art 

Journal, 15 (2014), 118ï123. See: Loring M. Danforth, Crossing the Kingdom: Portraits of 

Saudi Arabia (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2016). 
456 Danforth, p. 14.  
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Figure 63: Manal Al-Dowayan, photograph of Suspended Together, 2011. Limited edition 

porcelain standing and pecking doves and large installation made of 200 fibreglass bird 

sculptures with stickers and fish wire.  
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Figure 64: Manal Al-Dowayan, photograph of Esme (My Name), 2012. Maple wood beads with 

natural wool rope hand made by Bedouin women, each 4 meters long (9 unique pieces). 

 

Figure 65: Manal Al-Dowayan, Tree of Guardians, 2014. Brass leaves, ink, fish wire and art 

paper with ink drawings and sound recordings of oral histories during sessions, site specific size 

comprising 2000 leaves and 400 family tree drawings.  
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Her first three series of photographic images, entitled The Choice (2005), Look 

Beyond the Veil (2005), and I Am (2005), were all inspired by responses to a speech that 

the new monarch, King Abdullah, delivered on ascending to the Saudi throne in 2005. 

During the speech, he made a call for national unity, urging all Saudi citizens to work 

together to help to build a better society. During his speech, he specifically highlighted 

the fact that women would have an important role to play in actively participating to create 

this new society. As a result, womenôs rights activists were greatly encouraged by what 

they viewed as an unprecedented reference to the issue of female employment, at a time 

when less than 3% of Saudi women were formally employed within the economy.457 They 

interpreted this as a sign of an imminent change in attitudes towards womenôs right to 

work outside the home and, more generally, to the increased visibility of women within 

the public sphere.  

 

Figure 66: Manal Al-Dowayan, The Choice #2, 2005. Silver gelatine print, 16 x 22 in., private 

collection.  

 
457 Halli, p. 119.  
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Figure 67: Manal Al-Dowayan, Look beyond the Veil, 2005. Silver gelatine fibre print, 34.4 x 

49 cm., private collection.  

However, the monarchôs words also succeeded in attracting the attention of the 

conservative faction in Saudi Arabia, in particular a number of high profile political and 

religious figures. They considered the idea of womenôs employment to be an issue that 

represented a threat to the kingdomôs social structures, to traditional notions of female 

identity and to the institution of family life. Crucially, they believed that it went against 

their particular understanding of the Islamic principles that underpin all of Saudi life. As 

a result, many of these influential individuals publicly voiced their staunch opposition to 

women working outside the home and mixing with men, and started a debate about the 

types of jobs that women should be ópermittedô to do. The same conservative opinion 

leaders later used the state-owned press and media to offer their own interpretations of 

the Kingôs reference to womenôs active participation in society, emphasising that while 

females could seek employment, they should limit their search to jobs that were óbest 

suited to their natureô as women.458 As Al-Dowayan herself comments, this led her to 

reflect on the questions: óWho defines my nature as a woman? And what suits it?ô459 

The two series The Choice and Look Beyond the Veil focused on the nature and 

consequences of the socio-legal restrictions derived from ólocal traditions that have 

become entwined with religion and identityô, that continued to impact on Saudi womenôs 

 
458 Danforth, p. 16.  
459 Halli, p. 119.  
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lives in the 21st century.460 In both these series, the artist uses high contrast, black and 

white photographsto capture women with props or in poses that suggest a series of 

common activities from which Saudi women were at that time prohibited within the 

kingdom, such as driving, voting, playing sports or publicly performing music. 461 All the 

women in these portraits wear a black headdress covering their hair, and their faces are 

often partially masked or obscured by the placement of objects relating to forbidden 

activities, or by parts of their own body. However, only one female figure wears an item 

that resembles the black niqab typically worn by Saudi women outside the home. As 

Danforth notes, óthe mouths of the women in Al-Dowayanôs photographs are often 

covered, but through her work their voices can be clearly heardô.462 

At first sight, Al-Dowayanôs third collection of photographs, entitled I Am, 

resembles the previous two series in its apparently óminimalist and straightforwardô 

appearance.463 It consists of thirteen images which are also black and white, head and 

shoulder portraits depicting women in a range of roles which are identified in the title 

given to each image. 464 As in the previous series, womenôs faces are rendered partially 

visible in various creative ways, but none wear black niqab. 465 Two of the women wear 

the shortened face mask known as batula, which was once worn in parts of the Gulf region 

but is now seldom seen in Saudi Arabia, while the portrait of the petroleum engineer 

features an elaborate full-face mask version of this, traditionally worn by tribes in the 

eastern region of the kingdom.466 Two other figures wear what look like head-bands, but 

these are more likely to have originally been created as taly, the hand-woven pendant 

trimmings traditionally worn as decoration with batula.  

 
460 Halli, p. 120.  
461 Al -Dowayan herself commented on this choice of medium, stating óI use black and white 

photography because it is a medium that gives me control over the whole process of producing 

the right visual effect that I desire along with conveying my ideas clearly and unobstructedô (Al-

Dowayan, online). 
462 Danforth, p. 101; emphasis added. 
463 Halli, p. 118.  
464 The only exception to this is the image entitled óI Am a Mother,ô in which only the womanôs 

hands and heavily pregnant lower body are visible to the viewer. 
465 Clearly, this is not the case for the óI Am a Motherô image, as established in the previous 

footnote. In the image entitled óI Am a Writerô, the womanôs features are obscured by the angle 

of the shot. 
466 See: Heather Colyer-Ross, The Art of Arabian Costume: A Saudi Arabian Profile (New 

York, NY: Arabesque, 1981). 
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Elaborately crafted Bedouin silver bangles and a necklace also feature in four of 

the images. The use of this ornamentation in these images seems to stand in stark contrast 

to the way is it employed in Look beyond the Veil, where in one of the images, entitled 

Gold Chains, this jewellery seems to be óweighing down as much as adorning a womanôs 

veiled headô.467 Commenting on her own work, Al-Dowayan refers to the fact that she 

places traditional jewellery in certain images óin an obstructive and unnatural wayô as a 

means of óquestioning cultural traditions that prevent Saudi women from expanding their 

societal rolesô.468 

 

Figure 68: Manal Al-Dowayan, Gold Chains, 2005. Silver gelatine fibre print, 51 x 41 cm., 

private collection.  

While some of the roles represented in I Am are traditionally associated with 

females, such as ómotherô or óeducatorô, other visually arresting images also challenge 

stereotypical ideas about ósuitableô socio-economic roles for women, with representations 

of a scuba diver, an architect, a computer scientist and a petroleum engineer. According 

to Elvina Halli, this series of photographic images focuses on óthe importance of womenôs 

 
467 Halli, p. 119.  
468 Halli, p. 121.  
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contributions to a nation, highlighting the effects of cultural and legal restrictions on the 

political, social, economic and psychological, identity of the female genderô.469 Her own 

adoption of a career in the heavily male-dominated STEM area is of relevance to this 

depiction. As a systems analyst with education and experience in a scientific, industrial 

field of work, she herself has made the kind of contribution her work attempts to highlight.  

Al -Dowayanôs later project, Crash (2014), was prompted by the number of deaths 

of female Saudi teachers appointed to serve in remote villages being killed in car crashes 

across the kingdom as they travelled to work. Although these accidents are reported in 

the media, the female victims remain nameless, due to local traditions which forbid them 

from being named. Her project highlighted the broader issue of the erasure of female 

identities in Saudi society. 

 

Figure 69: Manal Al-Dowayan, Haôil Crash, 2014. Silk screen on Hahnemule paper, 152 x 101 

cm., private collection.  

Despite the apparent similarities between I Am and the first two series, the former 

actually marks a major departure from Al-Dowayanôs previous working practices in that 

it represents the first of her participatory art projects. She describes it as a ócollaboration 

of ideas and feelingsô with other Saudi women, in this case from her own community in 

Dhahran. On her website, Al-Dowayan explains that all of these women had chosen to 

ignore the ongoing theoretical discussions prompted by King Abdullahôs speech on the 

nature of Saudi women and the types of occupations to which they were best suited, 

 
469 Halli, p. 123.  
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because they were already in employment and contributing economically to their 

households.470 This participatory element of the work is analogous to that of Lalla 

Essaydi, in the latterôs use of family members and acquaintances to pose for her 

photographs. In a similar way, Al-Dowayanôs practice points very directly to a means 

whereby social circumscription can be overcome through such participation. Rather than 

engaging directly against the terms of the debate as framed in public discourse (in this 

case, that in response to King Abdullahôs statement on the role of women in the Saudi 

economy), the participatory mode of the artworks themselves enacts the contrary of the 

official discourse. The images are not answers to the official discourse; they silently 

embody the contrary of it. 

This series also represented Al-Dowayanôs first engagement with the theme of the 

erasure of cultural memories, which has become increasingly important as her artistic 

career has progressed. In this case, she is specifically interested in recovering womenôs 

history in Saudi society, which she argues has been ódiscontinued, fractured, or 

forgottenô.471 As with almost all the artists considered in this thesis, one can therefore see 

in this aspect of Al-Dowayanôs work a direct engagement with the veiling of women in 

socio-political realms: the ways in which their contributions are erased and their agency 

discounted. In this series she focuses specifically on prompting viewers to reflect on the 

socio-economic contribution that women have made, continue to make and have the 

potential to make in Saudi society in the future. This aspect of the series is perhaps best 

captured in her image entitled I Amé a Petroleum Engineer. 

 
470 Halli, p. 123.  
471 Halli, p. 123.  
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Figure 70: Manal Al-Dowayan, I Amé A Petroleum Engineer, 2005. Silver gelatine print, 16 x 

22 in., private collection.  

At first sight, Al-Dowayan creates an apparently striking visual mismatch here in 

this image, by contrasting clothing from two distinct fashion systems and the respective 

gendered and chronological domains that they represent. The regulation hard hat and 

dark-coloured work overall emblazoned with the English phrase ósafety firstô can easily 

be recognised as the typical uniform of the petroleum engineer, a sight that Al-Dowayan 

would be extremely familiar with given her familyôs connection with the oil industry. 

According to Craik, uniforms have traditionally been óassociated with idealized attitudes 

of masculinityô and in this case the visible addition of an English phrase also points to the 
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Western influence in the development of the oil industry.472 The elaborate traditional face 

covering, an exclusively female item of apparel, appears to clash with the elements of 

work-wear seen above and below it. The incongruity, however, underscores the 

artificiality of the oppositions modern/traditional, male/female, and so on, demonstrating 

how traditional female accoutrements are not in themselves opposed to the technological 

and scientific progress ï embodied in the engineerôs uniform ï that is the foundation of 

Western modernity. Indeed, the force of the incongruity the picture evokes in the viewer 

is testament to the strength of these foundational oppositions and the assumptions bound 

up with them.  

Such rigidly policed systems of either/or are subverted by the interstitial spaces 

such images allow for a glimpse into, where access to modernity is no longer predicated 

on renunciation of tradition. In light of the politics of the veil in countries such as France, 

where such an either/or appears to shape the terrain of the discussion to a significant 

extent, a form of in-betweenness such as this, which offers the possibility of both/and, 

represents a potentially liberatory reframing of the garment.473 The comic dimension of 

the images is apposite to such a discussion. Incongruity is fundamental to much humorous 

effect and there is a comic element to Al -Dowayanôs images, as with Tavakolianôs 

discussed in the previous chapter.474 Where Tavakolianôs humour is satirical and 

sarcastic, however, that of Al -Dowayan is more playful (as in the image considered in 

this section). Both, however, stand as examples of an age-old tradition of using humour 

to challenge existing dispensations and critique repressive ideologies. 

The overall effect evokes the images created in childrenôs flip-over books in 

which the illustration on each page is divided into sections, allowing readers to turn these 

over to produce often humorously improbable hybrid entities (see Figure 71). Such image 

combinations similarly rely on incongruous juxtaposition of garments from socio-cultural 

realms between which convention establishes mutual exclusivity. Gendered garments are 

the most obvious, with conventionally male attire combined with conventionally female, 

but class, ethnicity and age are similar demarcations delineated by a semiotics of 

 
472 Craik, p. 15.  
473 Michela Ardizzoni, óUnveiling the Veil: Gendered Discourses and the (In)Visibility of the 

Female Body in Franceô, Womenôs Studies, 33.5 (2004), 629ï649 (p. 632).  
474 See: Giovannantonio Forabosco, óCognitive Aspects of the Humor Process: The Concept of 

Incongruityô, Humor-International: Journal of Humor Research 5.1ï2 (1992), 45ï68. 
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clothing.475 Fashion, as the avant-garde manifestation of developing trends in this 

semiotic field, frequently involves challenging such conventional demarcations.476 The 

success or failure of an instance of the unconventional juxtaposition of stylistic registers 

significantly appears largely to depend on the modulation of the contrast. The 

combination of too extreme a pair of oppositions presents sheer incongruity, producing 

an effect of the grotesque that; of implicitly opposed registers that can nevertheless be 

seen to share some commonality, on the other hand, can elicit a sense of recognition 

analogous to metaphor.477 The incongruity of the combinations of types of attire of Al-

Dowayanôs images harness such incongruity to lead the viewer to reflect on her own 

assumptions about registers of fashion and the values inscribed within them, thus opening 

up an interstitial space in the rigid systems of oppositions on which identity is habitually 

based.478 

 
475 Martine Versel and Joan Busquets, óOrdinary Transvestitism: Imaginary BodyïReal Body in 

Contemporary Fashionô, International Journal of Fashion Studies, 2.2 (2015), 167ï183 (p. 

170).  
476 See: Patrik Aspers and Fr®d®ric Godart, óSociology of Fashion: Order and Changeô, Annual 

Review of Sociology, 39 (2013), 171ï192. 
477 Francesca, Granata, óDeconstruction Fashion: Carnival and the Grotesqueô, Journal of 

Design History 26.2 (2013), 182ï198, p. 185; Aspers and Godart, p. 180. 
478 See: Hazel Clark and Molly Rottman, óFashion Studies Takes on Politicsô, in The 

International Politics of Fashion: Being Fab in a Dangerous World, ed. by Andreas Behnke 

(Abingdon: Routledge, 2016). 
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Figure 71: Image from Lucille Clerc, Flip Fashion, 2013. Book cover.  

In her exploration of Orientalism in fashion theory, Niessen observes how 

Western views of ethnic or folk dress have long been underpinned by the attitude that 

fashion does not exist in non-Western societies, which are seen as unchanging.479 To 

support her argument, she quotes from the well-respected clothes historian Anne 

Hollander who as recently as the 1990s claimed: óTraditional dress, everything that I call 

non-fashion, works differently. It creates its visual projections primarily to illustrate the 

confirmation of established custom. All non-fashion primarily conveys an ideal of 

certainty, and demonstrates a link to a fixed cosmologyô.480 An initial reading of Al-

Dowayanôs photograph, therefore, may frame this as a critique of the binary oppositions 

to be found in contemporary Saudi society: public sphere masculinity versus private 

sphere femininity; ultramodernity versus ancient tradition, Western technological 

progress versus the backwardness of the Orient. 

 
479 Sandra Niessen, óRe-orienting Fashion Theoryô, in The Fashion Reader, ed. by Linda 

Welters and Abby Lillethun (London; New York, NY: Berg, 2007), pp. 105ï110.  
480 Anne Hollander, Sex and Suits: The Evolution of Modern Dress (London: Bloomsbury, 

2016), p. 11. Emphasis added. 
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However, Al-Dowayan makes it clear in her own commentary on this series that 

her use of these dress codes is not intended to symbolise a simplistic critique of how 

tradition (represented by the face covering) hinders women from making a socio-

economic contribution to Saudi society by means of employment (indicated by the 

uniform). Rather, she is attempting to represent a continuity that has been ignored due to 

a lapse in cultural memory, since historically Saudi women were active participants 

alongside men in the socio-economic development of their families, tribes and 

communities. Prior to the massive changes brought about by the development of the oil 

industry, the social structures that existed meant that women were able to contribute to 

the familyôs livelihood and in some cases even achieve financial independence. 

On her website, Al-Dowayan highlights the importance that art and crafts played 

in this system with women earning money from decorating the interior of homes with 

painted designs (known as nagsh) in settled agricultural communities, often working 

together, while Bedouin women, famed for their weaving (al-sadu) skills, were able to 

sell items they had made to other members of their tribe or trade these.481 She also notes 

how the rapid urbanisation fuelled by the oil industry rendered these jobs obsolete for 

women with the result that:  

Although their communities in the past allowed women and men to be equal 

earners and financial contributors, today it is the women who live in poverty or 

have become totally dependent on the earnings of the male members of their 

families.482  

Al-Dowayanôs use of dress in this photograph, then, signals both her critique of official 

discourse which views female employment as a new Western phenomenon that 

challenges the traditional status quo and the very notion of femininity, while also 

celebrating womenôs forgotten creativity and their socio-economic contribution.483 There 

 
481 In addition to creating woven items of clothing which they themselves wore, women wove 

the walls of their tents, floor coverings and items of riding gear needed for the camels herded by 

the men. See: Laila Mohammed Nour Salaghor, óThe Re-Invention of Traditional Weaving in 

Saudi Arabiaô (unpublished doctoral thesis, Coventry University, 2011) 
482 Manal Al-Dowayan, óArtist Websiteô <http://www.manaldowayan.com> [accessed 12 

October 2018]. 
483 Somewhat ironically, a decade after Al-Dowayan produced the I Am series, in an attempt to 

reduce female unemployment and diversify the kingdomôs economy, the Saudi government 

launched the Productive Families initiative which encourages women to become entrepreneurs 

by selling traditionally inspired artwork and handicrafts. A recent newspaper article reported 

http://www.manaldowayan.com/
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is also implicit in this a critique of the justification of modernisation and westernisation 

as enhancing equality and justice ï óexporting democracyô ï given that such changes have 

in fact had the opposite effect in Saudi Arabia.  

Given the way Al-Dowayanôs work foregrounds her use of items of clothing and 

ornamentation, and the way these have been argued to engage with discourses of self and 

other along a range of axes, the response to it of Seth Thompson, a male Western critic, 

demonstrates this trend very well. Thompsonôs description of the image in question 

forcefully underscores the difficulties of reading representations which feature veiling, 

largely due to the semiotics and socio-politics of fashion discussed above. That is, 

Thomson described the woman featured in Al-Dowayanôs image which appeared in his 

article entitled óReconsidering an Arab identityô as having her óidentity é concealed by 

a beautifully decorated traditional Saudi burkaô (emphasis added). Fully aligning with the 

system of oppositions explored above, Thompsonôs response indicates the assumption 

that the traditional garment functions to inscribe unchanging roles and subordinate the 

individual to tradition (in contrast to modern fashion, which allows for the expression of 

individuality in a constantly developing field).484 As with a great many responses to the 

veil and the practice of veiling from other cultures, this response says more about the 

assumptions made on the part of the person offering the judgement than it does about the 

veil itself. The almost irresistible attribution to it of capacities of occlusion and erasure in 

fact simply repeats the gesture the reading purportedly critiques ï that of the patriarchal 

system the veil serves to inscribe ï by similarly imposing on the figure wearing the veil 

a pre-established discourse of de-subjectification. As Leone has extensively 

demonstrated, to be veiled is by no means to be erased, and the veil must instead be read 

within a complex semiotic system in which it plays varied roles.  

In fact, it can be argued that from a Fashion Studies perspective, far from 

concealing the wearerôs identity, this face mask actually reveals her identity, both as a 

member of a group and as an individual. As Colyer-Ross explains in her work on Arabian 

costume, all of the various items of headgear worn by women in the Arabian Peninsula 

óvaried from province to province and occasionally within a given area because of sub-

 
that óSaudi women [é] use their talents to turn their production of Al-Sadu weaving and 

embroidery into modern luxury goods, keeping pace with trendy womenôs fashionô (Arab News, 

2017). 
484 Seth Thomson, óReconsidering an Arab Identityô, Afterimage, 25.4 (2008), 24ï25 (p. 24).  
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tribal customsô and clearly distinguished between those who were settled townsfolk, 

village dwellers, peasants and nomadic Bedouin.485 In the case of face coverings, 

specifically, óthe length of the mask, design elements, and mediums employed served to 

convey the wearerôs provenanceô.486 However, in addition to situating the wearer within 

a particular socio-cultural context, as the illustrations of face masks in Heather Colyer-

Ross make clear, these items were all individualised by their creators and incorporated 

novel elements to reflect personal style preferences.487 This was Arabian-style ómodest 

fashion.ô488 

In her playful juxtapositions of registers and realms of fashion, Al-Dowayanôs work 

picks apart the systems of oppositions within which Saudi women find themselves 

inscribed. The sense of incongruity her images evoke allows the viewer to locate their 

own embedded assumptions about opposed identities and roles, and to see these as 

constructed, rather than given. In this way, her work drives a wedge into the either/or on 

which such identities are habitually founded, showing the possibility of an in-between 

space where traditional and modern can mutually inform each other. As with all the artists 

considered in this thesis, this aspect of her work demonstrates the way Al-Dowayan 

challenges both the socio-cultural constraints on female agency in Saudi Arabia, and also 

a narrative of Arab and Muslim female identity as a fixed socio-political category 

characterised by disenfranchisement and de-subjectification. As is demonstrated in the 

following section, Mona Hatoumôs use of fashion similarly engages with the political 

frames of her experience and context, if in a notably different register. 

6.4 Mona Hatoum: Keffieh  

Mona Hatoum is now best described as a multimedia installation artist whose work is 

both poetic and political, although her earliest works in the 1980s were performance 

pieces. She was born in Beirut, Lebanon in 1952, into a Palestinian family who had been 

exiled from their homeland. While she was visiting London in 1975, civil war broke out 

 
485 Heather Colyer Ross, The Art of Arabian Costume: A Saudi Arabian Profile (New York, NY: 

Arabesque, 1981), p. 46.  
486 Colyer-Ross, p. 46. The same was true of a womanôs jewellery which was óa visible 

indication to others of who she was and where her tribal origins lay, her marital status and 

whether or not she was the mother of a sonô (óBedouin Jewellery,ô Saudi Today Online). 
487 In her book, Colyer-Ross includes photographs of batula trimmed with shirt buttons and 

even metallic teeth from zip fasteners. 
488 Lewis, Modest Fashion, p. 12.  
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in Lebanon, effectively stranding her in the UK and leaving her unable to see her family 

for ten years. She now lives and works between London and Berlin. Like several of the 

artists whose work has been discussed in this thesis, she has what might be termed a 

óshifting polycultural identityô that embodies, in a very direct way, the in-between that is 

theorised to serve a critical and liberatory function in their art.489  

In the early 1990s, Hatoum created a piece entitled Keffieh, an Arabic term used 

to refer to a type of square scarf, usually made of cotton, that was traditionally worn by 

men in the Middle East as a practical form of headwear that was used to provide protection 

from dust, sand, sunburn or cold. 490 The piece was originally commissioned by the French 

Ministry of Culture. The piece was produced as part of a programme called Métissages, 

in collaboration with students completing embroidery courses at the Lycée Professional 

Regional Gilles Jamain in Rochefort-sur-Mer, France. The title is a neologism suggesting 

the combination of óm®tisô (óhybridô, but used specifically to refer to mixed-race 

individuals in the French colonial context) and ómessageô. The title therefore has 

connotations of both óthe message of mixed-race and -heritage individualsô and 

óhybrid/mixed messagesô. At first sight, the black and white cotton square with its 

distinctive fishnet pattern, black edging and fringe looks like a well-worn keffieh, a 

garment that in the early 1990s would have been very familiar to anyone with an interest 

in either politics or fashion. 

 
489 Hettie Judah, óInterweaving Strands, and the Artistôs Workô, Interwoven: The Fabric of Things 

<http://kvadratinterwoven.com/mona-hatoums-hair> [accessed 11 November 2018]. 
490 Nancy Lindisfarne-Tapper, Nancy and Bruce Ingham, Languages of Dress in the Middle 

East (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 1997), p. 25. There are multiple ways of transliterating 

this Arabic term, including kuffiya and keffiyeh, and versions of this garment are also called by 

different local terms in the cultures where it is used, including ghutrah (Saudi Arabia) and 

shemagh (Jordan). In Kuwait, they are called ghutrah (which men wear in summer) and 

shemagh (which is with thick material for winter). 
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Figure 72: Mona Hatoum, Keffieh, 1993ï1999. Human hair on cotton fabric, 114.9 x 114.9 cm., 

MOMA, New York, NY, USA. 

The keffieh originally became a symbol of Palestinian nationalism in the late 

1930s, following the Arab Revolt (1936ï1939) against the British.491 It was adopted in 

the 1960s by the then Palestinian leader, Yasser Arafat, who began wearing this, together 

with a black iqal (a set of cords designed to hold the scarf in place, see Figure 73), whether 

he was dressed in his military uniform, in Arab robes or Western dress.492 In his well-

known poem, óIdentity Cardô the multi-award-winning Palestinian poet Mahmoud 

Darwish cites this item of clothing as an essential element of his personal identity: 

Put it on record. 

 ï I am an Arab. 

 
491 See: Nadim N. Damluji, óImperialism Reconfigured: The Cultural Interpretations of the 

Keffiyehô (unpublished masters thesis, Whitman College, 2010). 
492 Ted Swedenburg, óBad Rap for a Neck Scarf?ô, International Journal of Middle East Studies, 

4.2 (2009), 184ï185.  
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Colour of hair: jet black. 

Colour of eyes: brown. 

My distinguishing features: 

 ï On my head the óiqal cords over a keffiyeh 

 ï Scratching him who touches it. 493 

The keffieh became Arafatôs personal trademark both as a visible sign of his Arab heritage 

and a symbol of the Palestinian struggle for a homeland and independence. Moreover, 

Arafat adopted a specific style of wearing his headdress, draped over his right shoulder 

only, forming an elongated triangle that has been argued to have been intentionally 

fashioned to resemble the outline of the territory claimed by Palestinians.494 

 

Figure 73: Yasser Arafat with keffieh and iqal.  

Arafat was pictured wearing his keffieh throughout the media coverage of the signing of 

the so-called Oslo Accords between Palestinian and Israeli representatives in America 

(1993) and Egypt (1995), and these images would still have been fresh in the minds of 

those seeing Hatoumôs work. In one reading of the work, then, the keffieh is transformed 

from an item of traditional clothing to become a powerful political symbol intentionally 

styled to assert national identity and ethnic and cultural distinctiveness.495 

 
493 See: Mahmoud Darwish, Awraq al-Zaitoun (Leaves of Olives) (Chicago: Mahmoud Darwish 

Foundation, 2013) 
494 Swedenburg, p. 185.  
495 Craik, p. 284.  
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As Emma Tarlo notes, this garment has also been adopted at different times by 

various left-wing activists and sympathisers across America, Britain and Europe.496 In 

addition to its political symbolism, this popularity can be attributed partly to its practical 

use as a form of face covering that can be used to mask distinguishing facial features and 

prevent identification by the authorities, another of the reasons which led to adoption by 

those involved in the Palestinian intifada.  

For other viewers of Hatoumôs work, however, the black and white chequered 

square would no doubt have carried other connotations which were more fashion-related. 

According to the anthropologist Ted Swedenburg, following media coverage of the first 

intifada (Palestinian uprising) in 1987, the keffieh became more a fashion statement 

among inner-city youth in the United States than a sign of where an individualôs political 

sympathies lay.497 In the late 1980s, it formed part of a particular street style when it was 

worn as an ensemble ówith black turtlenecks, ripped Leviôs, high-top sneakers and eight-

zippered black leather jacketsô.498 Two decades later and renamed the óhoundstooth scarfô 

(a reference to its distinctive chequered pattern), the keffieh came back into fashion again 

after being declared one of the óTop Ten Accessoriesô for the Autumn by the American 

womenôs fashion magazine W. When a number of celebrities, both male and female, were 

pictured wearing the keffieh, this guaranteed its popularity as a fashion trend.499  

The history of the item in the recent few decades of Western fashion demonstrates 

the role of juxtaposition in the development of fashion, discussed in the prior section, 

very well. To begin with, it was adopted by a group whose explicit values and social 

position were anti-establishment: inner-city youth, marginalised socio-economically and 

culturally, and hip-hop artists, to a large extent expressing the views, opinions and 

perspectives of this group. The keffiehôs association with armed insurgence and anti-

imperialism are likely to explain a large part of its appeal to such a group, with the 

semiotics of the garment establishing a specific stance vis-à-vis the establishment by way 

 
496 See: Emma Tarlo, Visibly Muslim: Fashion, Politics, Faith (London; New York, NY: 

Berg/Bloomsbury, 2010) 
497 Cited in Kilbur Kim, óWhere Some See Fashion, Others See Politicsô, The New York Times, 

11 February 2007 

<https://www.nytimes.com/2007/02/11/fashion/shows/11KAFFIYEH.html?mtrref=www.googl

e.com&assetType=REGIWALL> [accessed 17 July 2018].  
498 Kim [accessed 17 July 2018].  
499 Swedenburg, p. 184.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2007/02/11/fashion/shows/11KAFFIYEH.html?mtrref=www.google.com&assetType=REGIWALL
https://www.nytimes.com/2007/02/11/fashion/shows/11KAFFIYEH.html?mtrref=www.google.com&assetType=REGIWALL
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of this. The óedginessô and oppositionality inscribed in the garment thus make it appealing 

to more mainstream figures who want to embody such rebelliousness as part of their 

óbrandô, and it is gradually adopted by the mainstream.500 Eventually, this adoption is 

completed with the Arab keffieh being renamed the óhoundstooth scarfô, thus ironically 

almost completely erasing the traces of the oppositionality that initially made it attractive 

to trend-setters.501  

The paradoxes of the mainstreaming of marginal oppositionality are well 

demonstrated by the use of the same garment in a markedly differing context. In late 2008 

a Guardian article reported that in Iran, underground rap artists were also wearing the 

same type of scarf not as a symbol of solidarity with the Palestinian cause but as a 

fashionable accessory intended to act as a visible gesture of resistance to their own 

country's political leaders, who disdained Western popular culture and the values it 

represented.502 The overtly Muslim garment absorbed into Western culture primarily due 

to its anti-Western connotations was ultimately adopted by figures seeking to signify their 

own opposition to their Muslim mainstream by adopting a garment by now seen as 

thoroughly Western.  

However, the geopolitical significance of the garment as originally adopted from 

Arafatôs use of it appears to persist alongside this. Tarlo recounts her own experiences of 

seeing British Muslim teenagers of both sexes at IslamExpo and the Global Peace and 

Unity events in 2008 wearing keffieh as a neckscarf, headband or hijab, both óas a sign of 

Muslim solidarity over Palestine and of Muslim identity more generallyô.503 Many 

combined this accessory with a óT shirt with Islam-oriented messages, declarations and 

slogans [asserting] their Islamic credentials directlyô to create a contemporary urban 

Islamic street style.504  

 
500 A similar phenomenon can be observed, for example, with Che Guevara T-shirts. Jeff A. 

Larson and Omar Lizardo, óGenerations, Identities, and the Collective Memory of Che Guevara 

1ô, Sociological Forum, 22.4 (2007), 425ï451.  
501 Swedenburg, p. 185.  
502 Robert Tait, óIranôs Underground Rap Artists Take to Wearing Symbol of Islamic 

Revolutionô, The Guardian, 1 December 2008 

<http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2008/dec/01/iran-chafiyeh-rap-music/print> [accessed 11 

November 2018]. 
503 Tarlo, Visibly Muslim, pp. 25ï9. 
504 Tarlo, Visibly Muslim, p. 29.  
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Hatoumôs Keffieh thus draws upon the discourses of both politics and fashion 

associated with this item of clothing, which has been described as óa symbol of solidarity, 

a gesture of resistance, [é] a wearable flagô and óan iconic item of a global youth 

cultureô.505 Indeed, as the preceding discussion has indicated, the two discourses are not 

necessarily separable, given the way the semiotics of fashion is based in specific political, 

social and cultural configurations. Unsurprisingly, then, in interview, Hatoum referred to 

her Keffieh piece as óan object filled with contradictionsô. However, the full extent of 

these contradictions does not become evident until the viewer takes a second, closer look 

at the keffieh and realises that it is made of a combination of cotton and women's hair.506  

 

Figure 74: Mona Hatoum, detail from Keffieh, 1993ï1999. Human hair on cotton fabric, 114.9 x 

114.9 cm., MOMA, New York, NY, USA. 

Hatoum has frequently made use of human hair in her work as both an actual 

material and also as a thematic motif. This is a particularly striking instance of the 

participatory aspect of the works of art considered in this thesis. Even more so than 

Essaydiôs, where the work is inscribed on the body of the participants, here the body of 

 
505 Damluji, p. 48; Tarlo, Visibly Muslim, p. 18.  
506 Urs Steiner and Samuel Herzog, óInterview with Mona Hatoum: ñThe idea is what 

matters!òô, Qantara, 4 April  2007 <https://en.qantara.de/node/2366> [accessed 11 November 

2018]. 
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the participants is inscribed in the work itself. Working against the ways in which 

discourses have been imposed on the body of Arab and Muslim women, this inscription 

of the body itself into the work emphasises the contrast between representation and 

participation, between being silenced in a discourse and finding oneôs embodiment in a 

discourse through lived participation in it. Commenting on her use of hair in Keffieh, 

Hatoum explained, óI imagine women pulling their hair out in anger and controlling that 

anger through the patient act of transcribing those strands of hair into an item of clothing 

which has become a potent symbol of the Palestinian resistance movementô.507 The 

opposition between, on the one hand, the affect ï anger ï and its bodily expression in 

self-harming gestures such as pulling oneôs hair out, and on the other the ópatientô 

transformation of this response into ósymbolô traces a logic similar to Essaydiôs emphasis, 

in her works, on the constructed nature of the image. In both, the work is obviously 

ómadeô, an artificial achievement; and in both, the ósubjectô of the work participates and 

is invested in it in a direct, physical manner. One could argue, however, that the two artists 

work in opposite directions: where Essaydi highlights the discursive construction of the 

body, Hatoum underscores the uncanny presence of the body in discourse. I shall turn to 

a close examination of the role of the uncanny in her work toward the end of this section.  

For the present, it is more pressing to follow up further claims from the same 

statement on her work to clarify the political and social context framing her initial use of 

the keffieh. Here, the artist refers to another iconic figure forever associated with the 

keffieh, Leila Khaled, who like Hatoum herself was a Palestinian exiled to Lebanon 

following the 1948 Arab-Israeli war. After taking part in a plane hijacking in 1969 

intended to raise the profile of Palestine as a political cause, Khaled herself became the 

focus of massive media attention, largely due to circulation of one particularly striking 

image that was used in news coverage of the hijacking across the globe (see Figure 75). 

 
507 ArtNews, óMaking the Ordinary Anything But: Mona Hatoum on her Unnerving Sculptures, 

in 2005ô, ArtNews, 21 August 2015 <http://www.artnews.com/2015/08/21/making-the-ordinary-

anything-but-mona-hatoum-on-her-unnerving-sculptures-in-2005> [accessed 14 October 2019]. 
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. 

Figure 75: Leila Khaled. Photograph.  

Khaled made a deliberate decision to adopt the keffieh, which at that time was still 

gendered as a male garment, to send out the message that women could be equal to men 

in the armed struggle, and she succeeded in transforming the keffieh into óa non-gendered 

signifier of Palestinian resistance.ô508 Ironically, though, the image which captured her 

defiant act of subversion of traditional sex roles also led to her being constructed in the 

Western press as a sexualised celebrity, óthe international pin-up of armed struggle.ô509 

In her retrospective piece about Khaled, Guardian journalist Katherine Viner attempted 

to explain the iconic appeal of the photograph which has since been reproduced on 

countless posters and T-shirts, and has been the subject of street art and even executed in 

 
508 Damluji, p. 9.  
509 Katherine Viner, óPalestinian Liberation Fighter Leila Khaledô, The Guardian, 26 January 

2001 <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2001/jan/26/israel> [accessed 11 November 2018]. 
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3,500 lipsticks by Palestinian artist Amer Shomali.510 The journalist describes the 

photograph thus: 

The gun held in fragile hands, the shiny hair wrapped in a keffiyeh, the delicate 

Audrey Hepburn face refusing to meet your eye. But it's the ring, resting delicately 

on her third finger. To fuse an object of feminine adornment, of frivolity, with a 

bullet: that is Khaled's story, the reason behind her image's enduring power. Beauty 

mixed with violence.511 

This image of keffieh-wearing Leila Khaled, thus, represents an interweaving of 

masculinity and femininity, the power of political struggle combined with the frivolity of 

fashion, the same set of contradictions played out in Hatoumôs own Keffieh.512 

When placed in the context of the cultural practice of the covering of hair by 

women, and specifically the debates about the meaning of hijab within the Islamic world, 

Hatoumôs piece proves even more paradoxical since although the sartorial function of this 

item of apparel is explicitly to cover the head, the material from which it is made would 

ensure that the wearerôs hair is exposed. It thus simultaneously conceals and reveals, a 

quality in her art that Edward Said, another Palestinian exile, referred to as óthe Logic of 

Irreconcilablesô.513 Clarifying the earlier claim that this aspect of the work demonstrates 

the persistence of the body in discourse, one can see how such a representation 

undermines the idea, cited at the end of the previous section, that the self is erased in the 

wearing of the veil. Hatoumôs weaving of strands of human hair into the garment itself 

underscores the extent to which the wearerôs self comes to be expressed through the 

garment. Far from occluding the self, the veil thus represented functions as a potent 

expression of various types of agency, as is also well demonstrated by Hatoumôs citing 

of the example of Leila Khaled.  

 
510 Shomaliôs work entitled The Icon was intended to act as a critique of the appropriation of 

symbols of Palestinian political resistance and collective cultural memory in advertising by 

companies for purely exploitative commercial purposes. See: Amer Shomaliôs website 

http://www.amershomail.imfo/the-icon.  
511 Viner [accessed 11 November 2018]. This mix of beauty and violence makes one think of the 

use of the bullet cases as decorative motifs in Lalla Essaydiôs Bullet series. 
512 Bhabha writes about Hatoumôs subversive play with gender roles in óAnother Countryô, in 

Fereshteh Daftari (ed.), Without Boundaries: Seventeen Way of Looking (New York, NY: 

MOMA, 2007). 
513 See: Edward Said, Mona Hatoum: The Entire World as a Foreign Land (London: Tate 

Gallery, 2000). 

http://www.amershomail.imfo/the
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Hatoum herself chooses to describe her work as óuncannyô, as ósomething familiar 

becoming strange or even threatening because it is associated with some kind of 

traumaô.514 She intertextually weaves her piece into other symbolic discourses in which 

the use of these embroidered locks simultaneously suggests a manifestation of anxiety, 

grief, anger and frustration, óan emblem of absence [é] or even deathô.515 As is often 

noted, a prime cause of the uncanny is the merging and blending of the animate and the 

inanimate.516 Hatoumôs incorporation of female hair into this piece achieves something 

of this kind, merging a part of the living body with the inanimate garment.517 The viewer, 

being aware of this, is aware of the impossibility of apprehending the item as a simple 

object, but instead approaches it with knowledge of this direct form of participation of 

the maker in its formation. It is in this sense that I earlier argued that Hatoumôs work can 

be said to work, while along the same axis, in the opposite direction to Essaydiôs. 

Hatoumôs keffieh shows an example of the persistence of the body in a discursive cultural 

artefact, of the way the lived finds expression in the made.  

The uncanny thus also demonstrates its own logic of in-betweenness, subverting 

oppositions taken to be stable, and in this way opening up possibilities of contestation and 

resistance. The technique therefore hints at the agency of the veil itself: far from an inert 

piece of cloth, it is a vivid symbol operating in a dense field of meanings and achieving a 

range of ends in a range of contexts. Here again, the example of Leila Khaled is 

instructive, showing how the objectifying, sexualising gaze can be co-opted for specific 

purposes. Hatoumôs participatory representation thus works directly contrary to the vision 

of the veil, and Arab and Muslim female identity, as erased, occluded, and silenced.  

The following section explores the work of husband and wife pair Farhad Moshiri 

and Shirin Aliabadi. While their work again presents a rather different tone, the critique 

of assumptions underpinning attitudes to fashion is similarly a prominent aspect of their 

work. The discussion of this is supported and substantiated with primary research into 

 
514 Steiner and Herzog [accessed 11 November 2018].  
515 Judah, online. 
516 Freud, The Uncanny. 
517 This is in fact a kind of uncanniness to the second degree, given that the hair itself is already 

uncanny: body parts removed from the body partake of the same animate/inanimate 

indeterminacy, which makes them uncanny.  
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attitudes to fashion, and specifically the colour black, on the part of contemporary young 

Muslim women. 

6.5 Farhad Moshiri and Shirin Aliabadi: My Black Dress 

The final work to be discussed in this chapter forms part of a collaborative venture 

between husband and wife team of Iranian mixed media artists Farhad Moshiri (Shiraz 

(Iran), 1963) and Shirin Aliabadi (Tehran, 1973-2018).518 Both had lived and studied 

outside their country of birth, Moshiri in America and Aliabadi in Paris, where she studied 

art and archaeology. Living and working between Tehran and Paris, the couple again 

demonstrate a cultural in-betweenness common to the artists considered in this thesis, 

being at home in both Iran and the West ï or perhaps not being at home in either, 

depending on how one understands the experience of such cultural dislocation. In 

collaborations such as Battlegrounds of the Cultural Invasion/Freedom is Boring 

Censorship is Fun (2003 onwards) they used material taken from actual books and 

magazines together with their own artwork to comment, in an often wryly humorous 

manner, on the attitude of the Iranian authorities to censoring images from the West, 

particularly representations of the female form. They also shared a common interest in 

exploring in an ironic, kitschy fashion, the influence of modern consumerism and 

globalised popular culture on Iranian youth.519 In other collaborative work, such as 

Operation Supermarket (2006) Moshiri and Aliabadi acknowledged both the appeal of 

the Western world and also its downside in helping to create an increasingly homogenised 

consumerist culture. In this sense, their work represents a searching critique, from the 

outside, of a given Western ideology of ófashionô, one closely linked to capitalismôs 

promises.  

 
518 The artistôs untimely death from cancer was announced on October 1 2018. 
519 See: Achim Drucks, óThe Subversive Potential of Herm¯s Scarves: Shirin Aliabadi Discloses 

the Desires of Young Iranian Womenô, ArtMag 77 (2013). 
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Figure 76: Farhad Moshiri and Shirin Aliabadi, We Are All Americans, from Operation 

Supermarket series, 2006. Lambda print, diasec, mntd, 73.8 x 98.5 cm., private collection.  

Aliabadi is probably most famous for her series of photographs entitled Miss 

Hybrid (2008), which explored how young Iranian women refused to be confined by the 

dress codes imposed by the authorities, instead adapting them to reflect their own personal 

identity. Commenting on her own work, Aliabadi explained how symbols of Western 

culture, and fashion accessories in particular, were used by Iranian youth as a form of 

contestation and assertion of individuality: 

Banal as the symbols of consumer society may seem: Starbucks, bags by Goyard, 

or iPods, in Iran they become a subliminal instrument of the so-called cultural 

invasion from the West, which the Iranian authorities equate with the ógreat Satanô. 

For the young generation, in particular for the women, such fashion accessories 

become ï in a beguiling manner ï a kind of passive rebellion. This is the moment 

when fashion is not only fashion ï in this context the message is not superficial. I 

donôt believe that you automatically become a rebel with a Herm¯s scarf around 

your neck, but in the context of the society in which we grew up, within an 

educational system that has different values to those in the West, the phenomenon 
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of fashion turns into an interesting paradox. But ultimately, these young womenôs 

concern is not to overthrow the government but to have fun. 520521 

 

Figure 77: Shirin Aliabadi, Miss Hybrid III, 2007. Inkjet print, 89 x 70 cm., private collection.  

Here, however, the focus will not be on this series but on using insights from 

Fashion Studies to examine a little-known work from the coupleôs collaborative series 

Battlegrounds of the Cultural Invasion/Freedom is Boring Censorship is Fun (2003 

onwards). This work will be used to explore a number of interesting issues concerning 

the connotations of the colour black within the fashion system which may help to explain 

some of the contradictory readings of representations of women wearing black covering 

over hair, face and/or body which have been highlighted in this thesis.  

 
520 It should be noted that the Iranian authorities have recently begun to take fashion as a form of 

rebellion much more seriously. See the report by the Center for Human Rights in Iran entitled 

Crushing Creativity: Iranôs Hardliners Crackdown on the Fashion Industry (2017), Available 

online (https://www.iranhumanrights.org/wp-content/uploads/Crushing-Creativity-7.pdf).  
521 Drucks. 






























































































