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Introduction
This book maps the textures of Iranian visual arts since 1979, with a particular focus
on contemporary painting, photography, and the gallery ecosystems that sustain
them. It approaches the field as an art-world guide: a practical, research-driven
overview of key artists, movements, and markets that shape how Iranian art is
produced, circulated, and understood today. Rather than treating “Iranian art” as a
single story, the chapters trace multiple, sometimes competing narratives—state and
independent, local and diasporic, traditional and experimental—to show how images
travel between studios, streets, and salesrooms. Throughout, we consider how artists
negotiate shifting political climates, economic pressures, and cultural expectations
while developing singular visual languages.

The period after the 1979 Revolution brought profound institutional and ideological
change, but it also catalyzed new infrastructures for making and viewing art. War-time
visual culture, the expansion of art education, the rise of commercial galleries, and the
consolidation of private collections all left enduring marks on artistic practice. Painters
grappled with revived calligraphy, allegory, figuration, and abstraction, while
photographers expanded the field from reportage to staged and conceptual modes
that interrogate memory, gender, and the politics of seeing. As technologies evolved,
so did exhibition formats: from salons and museum shows to pop-up project spaces,
regional art fairs, and online platforms.

A recurring theme in this book is how artists and curators navigate censorship—formal
regulations, informal “red lines,” and the anticipatory self-censorship that can shape
both content and presentation. These constraints, however, are only one part of a
larger ecology that includes creative risk-taking, coded communication, humor, and
poetics. Many artists craft layered images legible at different registers to different
audiences, while curators and gallerists cultivate trust, timing, and tact to bring
ambitious projects to public view. Understanding these strategies helps explain why
certain aesthetics thrive, how others adapt, and what it means to sustain a practice
over decades.

Markets—local, regional, and global—are another through-line. The rise of galleries in
Tehran and other cities, the role of Dubai as a regional hub, and the visibility afforded
by international auctions have reshaped careers and canons. For collectors, valuation
hinges not only on scarcity or style but also on provenance, institutional support, and
critical discourse; for artists, market attention can provide resources while also
exerting pressures on subject matter and production. By unpacking these dynamics,
the book offers practical frameworks for reading prices, exhibitions, and collecting
trends without losing sight of artistic integrity.
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This guide is designed for collectors, curators, and students of modern and
contemporary art. Each chapter pairs historical context with case studies, highlights
curatorial and market perspectives, and suggests questions for looking closely. While
the emphasis is on painting and photography, we trace meaningful crossovers with
graphic design, public art, video, and installation, because boundaries between
mediums are fluid in practice. We also foreground the contributions of women artists
and artist-run initiatives, whose leadership has been central to the field’s resilience
and renewal.

Finally, a note on approach. The book balances ground-level observation with
scholarship, drawing on exhibition histories, interviews, and archives. It acknowledges
the role of the Iranian diaspora in Europe, North America, and the Gulf, not as an
appendix to a “center,” but as an integral part of a distributed art world where ideas,
capital, and images circulate. Transliteration varies across institutions; where helpful,
we provide multiple spellings and contextual cues. Above all, the chapters invite you
to look slowly and think relationally—across mediums, timelines, and geographies—to
see how artists working in and around Iran continue to expand the possibilities of
contemporary visual culture.
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CHAPTER ONE: Revolution and After: Institutions,
Ideologies, and the Image (1979–1988)
In the weeks that followed the 1979 revolution, Tehran felt like a city of corrections.
Posters peeled from kiosks were swiftly replaced; slogans reappeared in different
typefaces; museums closed just long enough to change wall labels and to quiet
corridors that had lately echoed with visitors uncertain which stories they were
authorized to hear. What was permissible in paint, ink, or photographic print suddenly
became contingent on committees, decrees, and daily political weather. And yet the
studios did not empty, nor did the academies go silent. If anything, the urgency of the
moment pressed artists to clarify what, precisely, a visual culture could do for a state
in formation and for publics seeking orientation in a shattered peace. This chapter
steps into that formation, not as a closed ledger but as a busy workshop where
institutions rewrote their charters, pedagogies scrambled to absorb new orthodoxies,
and artists learned to calibrate images to audiences separated by barbed wire,
borders, and the increasingly intricate geography of permission.

The revolution arrived after years of expanded arts education and rising commercial
confidence. During the 1960s and 1970s, Tehran University’s Faculty of Fine Arts and
its satellite colleges churned out graduates versed in modernist idioms, while galleries
along Laleh-Zar and Takht-e Jamshid courted collectors buoyed by oil revenues. Salons
and biennials had begun to insert Iranian art into cosmopolitan circuits, even as critics
complained of derivative abstraction and a servility to Paris and New York. State
patronage, meanwhile, tilted toward large-scale public commissions and royal festivals
designed to broadcast modernity without surrendering heritage. This ecosystem was
uneven, elitist, and often disconnected from provinces where folk traditions, religious
iconography, and craft held sway, yet it provided a substrate that later upheavals
would both repurpose and repudiate. When the revolution came, it did not erase this
inheritance so much as scramble its terms, forcing artists to renegotiate the distance
between studio habits and public duties.

Among the earliest acts of the new republic was the closure or renaming of institutions
deemed redolent of monarchy. Museums locked doors; ministries reassigned
personnel; exhibition halls that had hosted international modernism turned inward,
hung with didactic displays of revolutionary virtue. A cleansing of curricula followed in
art schools, where life classes faced scrutiny and nudes were quietly retired or
reframed as anatomical studies. Yet education did not collapse. Instead, it adapted
through improvisation, importing ideologically compatible models from socialist states
while scavenging local resources to keep studios open. Lecturers rewrote syllabi
overnight; students sketched martyrs and slogans for street marches before returning
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to still lifes executed with careful neutrality. The academy remained a gateway, even
as its thresholds became guarded by new gatekeepers who weighed competence
against conformity.

Tehran’s Museum of Contemporary Art emerged as a paradox within this reordering.
Its collection, assembled with the help of New York advisors during the monarchy,
included Pop, Minimalism, and postwar European masters, now suddenly suspect.
Some canvases were rolled and stored; others stayed on view, reinterpreted by
captions that stressed formal discipline over decadent individualism. Curators learned
to walk a line between preserving patrimony and signaling fidelity, occasionally
staging exhibitions that juxtaposed Western modernism with revolutionary posters in
order to demonstrate contrast rather than continuity. These maneuvers were not
always seamless, but they kept the building active and allowed artists to study the
canon clandestinely, absorbing lessons about scale, surface, and pacing that would
resurface years later in subtler forms.

Across ministries and municipalities, cultural bodies sprouted to channel creativity into
national projects. The Farabi Cinema Foundation and the Institute for the Intellectual
Development of Children and Young Adults, already active before 1979, acquired
expanded mandates to produce imagery aligned with war aims and social pedagogy.
New committees convened to vet murals, stamps, and banknotes for symbolic
correctness, parsing the difference between acceptable commemoration and
forbidden idolatry. Artists who had cut their teeth on gallery experiments now found
themselves drafting postage-sized miniatures or painting banners for stadium rallies.
These assignments were pragmatic rather than punitive, offering steady fees and
mass audiences while exacting stylistic discipline: legibility over nuance, iconicity over
ambiguity. As a result, many painters honed a graphic economy that would later
translate into powerful gallery works.

Perhaps no institution shaped the decade’s aesthetic as decisively as the Council of
the Islamic Cultural Revolution, established to align education and culture with
revolutionary precepts. Although its pronouncements were sweeping, enforcement
was often ad hoc, varying by province and by the temperament of local supervisors.
Some decrees targeted music and cinema more aggressively than visual art, but the
council’s shadow encouraged preemptive caution. In painting, this meant fewer nudes,
fewer overtly Western references, and a wariness of abstraction that could be read as
vacuous or bourgeois. Yet the same climate encouraged recuperation: calligraphy,
miniature traditions, and folk motifs were rebranded as authentically Iranian, providing
raw material for painters who would soon twist them into modernist syntax. The
council, in short, helped draft the menu, but chefs still had room to season.

War, declared in September 1980, accelerated these institutional shifts and added
new venues for image-making. Frontline photography, poster campaigns, and museum
exhibitions dedicated to martyrdom became part of everyday visual literacy. Galleries
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donated wall space to war charities; artists donated works for auction; ministries
coordinated tours of frontline exhibitions to bolster morale. In Tehran, the newly
energized Tehran Gallery and its neighbors hosted group shows that balanced
battlefield reportage with studio abstractions, careful to include enough somber
realism to signal solidarity. Dealers learned to keep two sets of books, one for works
that could be shown in government-sponsored spaces and another for quieter
experiments that could circulate privately. This bifurcation would become a durable
feature of the art world, allowing artists to speak in different registers to different
publics.

Censorship during these years was less a fixed code than a cloud of anticipation.
Guidelines issued by the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance outlined prohibited
content, but interpretation fell to officials whose judgments could hinge on mood,
precedent, or personal piety. Paintings could be barred for figuration or for
abstraction; a palette deemed too sensual or too bleak could raise eyebrows; even
titles were policed for impiety or subversion. Some artists responded by literalizing
their subjects, painting martyrs and ruined landscapes that wore their intentions
plainly. Others embraced allegory, wrapping critique in historical costume or
landscape so dense with symbolism that censors could not penetrate. Still others
retreated into pure formalism, betting that geometric rigor would pass as neutral, only
to find that such neutrality could itself be suspect, a sign of evasion.

Yet constraints bred invention as surely as they bred caution. The scarcity of imported
pigments and canvases pushed painters to experiment with local materials—earth
pigments, traditional grounds, and recycled supports—while printers perfected low-
cost techniques for posters and reproductions. Because exhibitions abroad were
limited, artists cultivated domestic audiences with renewed intensity, staging salons in
private homes and makeshift galleries in repurposed warehouses. Collectors, many of
them new to the market, began to assemble works not only for pleasure but as acts of
cultural preservation, aware that some artists might be silenced or sidelined. These
networks, informal at first, would later coalesce into the commercial galleries and
auction houses that dominate today’s market.

Within this tightening ecosystem, a new class of cultural mediators emerged. Curators,
often educated before the revolution and retrained after, learned to write wall texts
that acknowledged sacrifice without drowning in sentiment. Critics, working for state
dailies or independent weeklies, developed a vocabulary that could praise technical
skill while sidestepping ideological landmines. Gallery owners, many of them from
families with prerevolutionary art-world ties, opened spaces that functioned as semi-
public living rooms, hosting vernissages where artists, officials, and collectors could
test the boundaries of taste. These figures were not mere facilitators; they were
translators, converting artistic intent into socially legible forms and helping works
survive the journey from studio to society.
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For painters, the period fostered a split sensibility. Large-scale allegories filled public
walls, while small, portable canvases circulated in private markets. Some artists
embraced heroic figuration, rendering soldiers and widows in a style that borrowed
from both socialist realism and Persian miniature, flattening space and intensifying
color to emotional pitch. Others cultivated a restrained modernism, using geometry
and limited palettes to suggest order amid chaos. Calligraphy, which had languished in
the shadow of Western abstraction, began to reassert itself, not yet as the dominant
neo-calligraphic movement it would become, but as a quiet corrective to imported
styles. Even abstraction acquired national overtones, with critics invoking Sufi
concepts of unity and void to defend canvases that might otherwise be dismissed as
rootless.

Photography, meanwhile, navigated its own set of pressures. Photojournalists enjoyed
official sanction when covering the front, but documentary work in cities risked
accusations of voyeurism or misrepresentation. Studio portraiture flourished as
families sought images for mourning and remembrance, while fine art photographers
experimented with staged tableaux that reframed everyday life through allegorical
props. Because photographs could be reproduced and distributed more easily than
paintings, they became key carriers of war iconography, from the iconic portraits of
youthful martyrs to the bleak landscapes of cratered cities. These images entered
homes via posters, newspapers, and prayer cards, embedding themselves in collective
memory and setting visual expectations that painters would later echo or resist.

By the mid-1980s, cracks had begun to appear in the monolith. As the war dragged on
and economic strain mounted, cultural policies softened in practice if not always in
principle. Exhibitions grew more eclectic, mixing veterans of the front with younger
painters who had no memory of prerevolutionary Tehran. Private galleries,
emboldened by a growing middle class, took modest risks, showing abstraction and
subtle figuration that skirted the edges of acceptability. International contacts, though
limited, resumed through cultural attachés and visiting delegations, bringing
catalogues and slides that artists studied with the hunger of the deprived. Tehran’s art
world, still far from the cosmopolitanism of earlier decades, had nonetheless regained
a measure of internal momentum.

The ceasefire of 1988 did not bring immediate liberalization, but it did shift the terms
of cultural production. With the unifying urgency of war diminished, artists faced the
more ambiguous task of representing peacetime identity. Institutions that had
organized around sacrifice began to pivot toward reconstruction, promoting imagery of
rebuilding, education, and domestic normalcy. Galleries adjusted their rosters, adding
younger artists who had trained entirely under revolutionary conditions and who
approached tradition with less deference and more irony. The state, for its part,
sought to showcase cultural achievements as evidence of resilience, sponsoring
exhibitions that traveled to sympathetic capitals abroad. These initiatives kept the
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machinery of image-making busy, even as artists quietly recalibrated their ambitions
toward the coming decade.

Throughout this period, the market evolved in fits and starts. Early collectors, often
patrons of long standing or state-affiliated buyers, acquired works for civic display as
much as personal enjoyment. As private wealth accumulated after the war, a more
commercial market emerged, centered on galleries that could guarantee provenance
and provide documentation for insurance and export. Auction houses, though still
nascent, began to codify values by tracking attendance, press coverage, and
institutional validation. Artists who had survived the 1980s with consistent output and
good relations found themselves better positioned, their prices creeping upward even
as political uncertainty lingered. The lesson was not lost on younger painters: visibility,
credibility, and professional comportment mattered as much as brushwork.

Importantly, these years established patterns that would persist long after the guns
fell silent. The division between public and private expression; the reliance on allegory
and coded reference; the centrality of educational and institutional pathways; the role
of war and martyrdom in shaping visual norms—all became structural features of
Iranian contemporary art. Even the geography of Tehran, with its circumspect galleries
and clandestine studios, encoded a social logic that artists and dealers would continue
to navigate. And while the 1980s would later be remembered as a time of scarcity and
restriction, they also incubated resourcefulness, collaboration, and a stubborn belief
that images could still do work in the world.

By 1988, the institutional scaffolding of revolutionary culture was firmly in place, but it
was no longer monolithic. Artists had learned to read the room and the street, to
calibrate palettes and poses for audiences ranging from censors to collectors. Studios
had become laboratories for testing the limits of representation, while galleries and
academies had proven adaptable, if not always graceful, under pressure. The decade’s
visual culture, with its martyrs and geometries, its posters and miniatures, would leave
a deep imprint on everything that followed, shaping not only what could be painted or
photographed, but how those images could be seen, sold, and remembered. As the
next chapter will show, the aesthetics forged in war would not simply fade with peace;
they would mutate, informing new debates about identity, memory, and the price of
visibility in a country learning to imagine itself after revolution.
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This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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