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Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian in the lobby of her apartment building in New York, 2010. Photo by Curtis Hamilton for ArtAsiaPacific.

Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian

Fractured & Dissolved
into Brilliance
In a career that spans six decades, an artist strives to preserve Iran’s
cultural heritage while developing a radiant body of contemporary mirror mosaics
that shines a new light on the legacy of Modernism.

By HG Masters

On pristine white-painted gallery walls, whether in Dubai or New York, Brisbane or Doha, Monir
Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian’s mirrored mosaics appear as objects from another time, the product of a distant
civilization, past or future. With countless shimmering facets of reverse-painted glass and tiny mirrors cut
to geometric shapes, and arranged in intricate patterns that constitute larger geometric compositions, her
crystalline mosaics are uncanny objects, strange yet familiar.
This uncanniness derives from the works’ unique combination of modernist abstract geometry and
Iranian artisanal traditions. Rooted in a decorative practice popularized in the Qajar era (1794–1925)—a
practice that has been driven to near-extinction by modernization and its reactionary counterpart of religious
fundamentalism—Farmanfarmaian’s gleaming mosaics are the antithesis of the blank, unadorned spaces of
international museums and galleries.
In the past five years, Farmanfarmaian has gained increasing renown for her sculptural mosaics produced

GABBEH, 2005, reverse-painted glass, plaster on wood, 150 x 93 cm. Courtesy The Third Line, Dubai.
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The shards of reverse-painted glass and tiny
mirrors offer a vision of a world both disassembled
and imperfectly held together.
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this decade, works that are the culmination of a career that began in the
1950s. Born in 1924, she lived in both Iran and the United States before
resurrecting the dying practice of mirrored mosaics—first in the 1970s
and again after her return to Iran in 2002—and utilizing it in her own artmaking. With this fusion of tradition and international styles, her works
raise questions about the legacy of Iranian culture, both domestically and
internationally, since the 1979 Islamic Revolution.
Visitors at the 2009 Asia-Pacific Triennial (APT) in Brisbane, Australia,
which ran from December through April, saw Farmanfarmaian’s most
ambitious work to date—the 12-meter-long Lightning for Neda (2009),
which filled a wall of the sleek Gallery of Modern Art. Commissioned by
the Queensland Art Gallery for the APT, Lightning for Neda is made up
of more than 40,000 mirrored pieces, arranged on six three-meter-tall
panels. Each of the panels contains a similar composition of triangular
forms converging at a point in the upper third of the frame. This creates
a tall triangle that rises from the bottom of each panel, within which is a
hexagon outlined in blue containing another geometric design, different
in each panel: a cube, a cross, a triangle, and several other combinations
of these shapes.
When standing before a Farmanfarmaian sculpture such as Lightning
for Neda, you find yourself looking in several directions at once. Brilliant
and highly polished, the mosaics refract and reflect the light of their
environs with stunning radiance. The surface of these static, weighty
objects is alive, contrasting with their severe, sometimes ominous,
geometry. The shards of reverse-painted glass and tiny mirrors offer a
vision of a world both disassembled and imperfectly held together.
This shattered view of the world echoes the ruptures in the artist’s
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own life, many of which correspond to the defining moments in Iran’s
20th-century political history. Her life has been well chronicled,
beginning with the elegant memoir A Mirror Garden (2007), co-authored
with Iranian-American writer Zara Houshmand; in public conversations
with curator Hans Ulrich Obrist at the Art Dubai art fair in March 2008
and at New York’s New Museum in 2010; and in an interview with
ArtAsiaPacific in February.
Farmanfarmaian’s artistic activity began in the mid-1940s in New
York, where she moved to study fine art at Cornell and later fashion
design at Parsons. It was during this time that she and her first husband,
the Iranian-born abstract painter Manoucher Yektai, were introduced
into the same social circles as legendary artists Jackson Pollock, Willem
de Kooning, Marcel Duchamp, Joan Mitchell, Alexander Calder and
Louise Nevelson. She became friends with the painter Milton Avery,
who taught her to make monotype prints, and worked on illustration
projects with Andy Warhol, who later kept one of her mirrored spheres
in the living room of his Madison Avenue townhouse. During this period
her work was influenced by Abstract Expressionism, then in its heydey.
In 1958, her abstract monotypes—which the artist describes as “rather
like miniature Jackson Pollocks”—were included in the Iran Pavilion at
the Venice Biennale; the work took a gold medal, an impressive feat as
at that point she had not had a gallery solo exhibition.
After the dissolution of her first marriage in the early 1950s, the artist
married Abolbashar Farmanfarmaian, a prince from a large, wealthy
family directly descended from Qajar-era Shahs, then studying law at
Columbia University. The couple wed in Iran in early 1957 and on their
honeymoon they stopped in Isfahan, so that she could see the city’s famous
mosques. The visit inspired her passion for Iran’s cultural heritage, and
led her to take a government position in the Ministry of Agriculture to
help adapt traditional handicrafts for export. Farmanfarmaian built up a
network of antique dealers, and became both a collector of and an expert
in many folk arts. She salvaged precious objects from houses slated for
demolition in an effort to prevent items of cultural heritage from being
either destroyed or sold abroad by dealers. Farmanfarmaian’s collecting
also inspired her artwork, and in 1963 she held her first solo show of
paintings and monotypes at her alma mater, the fine-arts department
of Tehran University.
But it was a trip to some of Iran’s great mosques that launched the
next phase of her artistic evolution. In 1966, the minimalist painter Marcia
Hafif and the sculptor Robert Morris visited Iran. Farmanfarmaian
took them to the Shah Cheraq shrine in Shiraz. There, she recalls in
her memoir: “The three of us sat for hours in a high-domed hall that
was covered entirely—every inch of surface—in a mosaic of tiny mirrors
cut into hexagons, squares and triangles.” She continues: “I imagined
myself inside a many-faceted diamond and looking out at the sun. . . . It
was a universe unto itself, architecture transformed into performance,
all movement and fluid light, all solids fractured and dissolved into
brilliance, in space, in prayer. I was overwhelmed.” As soon as she
returned from her trip she sought out the master mirror craftsman Hajji
Ostad Mohammad Navid.
Collaborating with Hajji Ostad, who was initially reluctant to be
employed by a woman, Farmanfarmaian launched into large, dynamic
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1. Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian, just before leaving Tehran to attend college in New York in 1944. Courtesy the artist. 2. LIGHTNING FOR NEDA, 2009, mirror mosaic, reverse-painted glass,
plaster on wood, three of six panels, 300 x 200 cm each. 3. Details of LIGHTNING FOR NEDA, 2009. 4. Installation view of LIGHTNING FOR NEDA, 2009, at the Asia-Pacific Triennial (APT6), Gallery
of Modern Art, Brisbane, 2009. The artist dedicates this work to the loving memory of her late husband Dr. Abolbashar Farmanfarmaian. Commissioned for APT6 and the Queensland Art Gallery
Collection. Courtesy Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane.
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5. SEVEN ELEMENTS, 2004, a set of seven mirror-mosaic and reverse-painted-glass pieces, 200 x 500 cm total. Courtesy The Third Line, Dubai. 6. GEOMETRY OF HOPE, 1975, mirror mosaic, 128 x 128 cm.
Courtesy Rose Issa Projects, London. 7. SCULPTURE 3, 2008, mirror and reverse-painted glass on plaster, 73 cm (diameter). Courtesy The Third Line, Dubai. 8. AMOL, 2005, reverse-painted glass,
plaster on wood, 98 x 92 x 3 cm. Courtesy The Third Line, Dubai. 9. VARIATIONS ON THE HEXAGON, 2006, mirror mosaics, reverse-painted glass, aluminum, plaster on wood, three of six panels, 183 x
130 cm each. Courtesy the artist and Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 10. Newlywed Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian with her husband Abolbashar Farmanfarmaian in Milan in 1957. Courtesy the
artist. 11. The artist traveling in northwest Iran in 1964. Courtesy the artist.
9.
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It was a trip to some of Iran’s great
mosques in 1966 that launched the next phase of
Farmanfarmaian’s artistic evolution.

pieces mixing her reverse-paintings of flowers with geometric fields of
vertical, horizontal and diagonal bands of mirrors embedded in plaster.
The elemental forms of Farmanfarmaian’s work refer to the spiritual
geometries of Islamic architecture, particularly the mosaics made
according to the mystical tenets of Sufism that connect all the shapes—
from the one-sided (a dot) to the 12-sided (a dodecagon)—with spiritual
attributes. The five points of the pentagon, for example, refer to the five
senses, while the 12 points of the dodecagon refer to the signs of the
Zodiac, as well as the 12 orifices of the body.
But Farmanfarmaian’s work of the early 1970s is much less rigorously
geometric than either the traditional decoration found in the mosques
or her later work. Many of the compositions feature curving, irregular
shapes defined by areas of tiled mosaics and incorporate representational
elements, such as flowers, birds and fish. The works create an ambiguous
perceptual space, alive with near-chaotic abstractions of clashing forms.
By the mid-1970s, the figurative elements had been wholly subsumed
into purely geometric designs, as in Geometry of Hope (1975). The
square, meter-wide panel is comprised of green reverse-painted glass
and mirrored pieces, featuring a complex arrangement of squares within
diamonds. From a distance the panel has the subtle, almost shimmering
appearance of a green diamond floating on a silver ground.
No matter how far from the concerns of the world Farmanfarmaian’s
idyllic and Sufi-inspired art took her, there were events in Iran that she
could not, and did not, ignore. During the civil strife of the late 1970s, she
was busy with exhibitions, including one in 1975 at the Jacques Kaplan
Gallery in New York, a show that later traveled to the Kennedy Center
in Washington, DC, and another at the Denise René gallery in Paris in
1977. These exhibitions led to important commissions for the Empress
Farah Pahlavi’s office and living spaces in the Niavaran Palace in Tehran.
By 1978, however, the county’s fomenting social tumult had erupted into
press censorship, violently suppressed demonstrations and the dramatic
reprisals of the strengthening Islamic revolution against institutions
deemed friendly to the Shah or under Western influence.
Farmanfarmaian’s husband Abolbashar suggested that they spend
the Christmas of 1978 in New York, where their child (and hers from
her first marriage) both lived. At that time, an interview with Abolbashar
appeared in Time magazine, describing him as “munching on caviar”
while blaming both sides in the dispute—the Shah and the exiled
Ayatollah Khomeini, who was organizing anti-Shah protests from
abroad. The article effectively exiled the family regardless of which side
prevailed. The December vacation turned into a prolonged exile for the
Farmanfarmaians as the Shah and his family fled Iran in mid-January
1979 and Khomeini returned from France in February to install a new
hard-line Islamic government.
With their house and all their possessions confiscated by the new
regime, Farmanfarmaian’s own artworks, except for those bought by
international collectors, were gone, along with her impressive collection
of Iranian folk objects. It was two years before she began to make art
again. But without access to a craftsman such as Hajji Ostad it was nearly
impossible to pick up from where she had left off. Farmanfarmaian did
not visit Iran again until 1992, after the death of her husband, arriving
under her maiden name Shahroudy since Farmanfarmaian was still
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considered an antirevolutionary surname. She returned again in 2002
and eventually decided to resettle there in 2003.
Her move back to Iran coincided with her beginning to work again
with mirror mosaics, and the works that she produced in 2004 and 2005
are a sublime return to form. She delved back into the fundamentals of
Sufi numerology, creating a series of ten pieces based on the primary
geometric shapes, from the triangle to the dodecagon. Each series
features a circular panel and six to seven accompanying rectangular
panels adorned with patterns based on the primary shape. Made with
red reverse-painted glass and mirror shards, the patterns in the seven
panels of The Number of Material Order (2004) are based around the
square, whose form represents “stability and the physical world,” with
its reference to the four seasons and the four cardinal points.
Despite her facility with complex geometries, Farmanfarmaian seems
most adept at manipulating the hexagon, with its connotations of six
directions (up, down, left, right, forward and back) and the six virtues
of compassion, generosity, patience, self-discipline, determination and
insight. The Tilted Hexagon (2005), a more intricate version of The
Geometry of Hope from nearly 30 years earlier, is made up of small orangepainted hexagons and a lattice of green- and red-painted trapezoids on a
mirrored ground. In Two Hexagons (2005), she overlaps two of the title
shapes, each comprised of red, green and orange triangles, surrounding
the two larger hexagons with a ground of curving strips of mirror.
Though she was offered an exhibition at the Tehran Museum of
Contemporary Art on the strength of both these newer works and the
1970s works held in the museum’s collection, the show was ultimately
canceled due to the election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad as the country’s
president in August 2005. As Farmanfarmaian explained to AAP, the
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Since 2002, the artist has returned to designs
that she originally used in the 1970s, improving on
works that were lost or destroyed.
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museum director wanted to show Empress Farah Pahlavi’s collection
of important European and American paintings—which had not been
seen since the 1970s—before Ahmadinejad appointed a new director.
Farmanfarmaian’s exhibition was relocated to the modern Farhangsara
cultural center, part of the Niavaran Palace complex, the Shah’s former
home in the hills of Tehran, and was delayed until 2006.
Also in 2006, London’s Victoria and Albert Museum commissioned
Farmanfarmaian to create a work for its new Islamic art galleries. The
resulting Variations on the Hexagon (2006) marks another enormous
step for the artist in the development of her visual language. Created in
blue and green reverse-painted glass, the six-panel work consists of three
panels placed on either side of the gallery doorway. Each panel measures
more than a meter wide and nearly two meters tall and is divided into
irregular trapezoidal and pentagonal shapes marked off by thick blue
lines, with a large kite-shape in the center of the panel that contains a
hexagon. The structure is the same in each panel, but the patterning of
the mirror pieces within each of the shapes is unique. In one panel, the
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hexagon is divided into blue-painted and mirrored triangles, while in
another it is split into green-painted and mirrored diamonds that create
repeating cube-like forms.
Farmanfarmaian’s work quickly attracted the renewed attention of
curators and gallerists. An exhibition at the Third Line gallery in Dubai in
October 2007 showed her evolution from the very personal collages and
“memory boxes” of the “Heartaches Series” from the late 1990s—threedimensional collages of photographs, textiles and mementos—through
her later forays into mirrored mosaics. Another important exhibition
was “Geometry of Hope” at London’s Leighton House Museum in June
2008, curated by Rose Issa. The show brought together new works such
as Recollections 1 and Recollections 2 (both 2008), which referred to
Farmanfarmaian’s mirror mosaics of the 1970s by incorporating small,
painted floral still-lifes into the large abstractions created by cut mirrors
and painted glass. Another ambitious work from that exhibition was Birds
of Paradise (2008), a diptych of two-meter-tall panels made from curving
strips of mirror, with a large shield-like shape delineated by delicate,
wispy curls of mirror.
Since 2002, Farmanfarmaian has returned to designs and motifs that
she originally used in the 1970s—many of which are from works that today
are missing, lost or destroyed—and improved on them. Works from the
“Relief” series of the 1970s are made from linear strips of wood decorated
with mirrors, arranged to describe the lines between the corners of a
geometric shape. A missing work, Relief Heptagon (1976), for example,
is based on diagonal lines crisscrossing the form of a heptagon in what
resembles a rough heart shape, contained within the circumference
of a black circle. These motifs are reprised in a recent series of works,
shown at the Third Line’s booth at the Art Basel Miami Beach art fair in
December 2009 and made entirely of mirrors describing the forms from
the triangle through the decagon. The one-meter-tall Octagon 2 (2009),
for example, looks like a capital “M” intersected with a cross, but its
points delineate an octagon.
These geometric sculptures, with their references to formalist
experiments of the 20th century as well as their cultural links to
interior decorations of the Qajar era, are objects deeply engaged with
two complicated legacies: international Modernism and Iran’s history.
As abstractions, they yield little explicit commentary about the artist’s
opinions on either subject. In conversation with AAP, Farmanfarmaian
reaffirmed that her work “has nothing to do with politics.” However,
Lightning for Neda, the work commissioned for the Asia-Pacific Triennial,
is a notable exception. It refers to Neda Agha Soltan, the 27-year-old
Iranian woman who was shot on a Tehran street corner by a plainclothes
Basij security officer on June 20, 2009, during a week of protests following
Iran’s contested elections earlier that month. Her death became widely
known in part because two bystanders captured the moments after she
was shot on video and posted the footage to YouTube and other videosharing websites. Twitter users quickly called attention to the graphic
imagery of Soltan on the pavement, losing consciousness as blood runs
from her nose and mouth. Deeply upsetting, the video is disturbing
testimony to the Iranian regime’s wanton violence as it endeavored to
suppress dissent, and has led many in the opposition Green movement to
describe Soltan as a martyr. Her death has become so contested in Iran
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12. Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian with her artwork, made in collaboration with mirror craftsman Hajji Ostad Mohammad Navid, with whom she worked in the 1960s and 1970s. Courtesy the artist.
13. The artist at an exhibition opening with Andy Warhol and curator Dorothy Miller at Jacques Kaplan Gallery, New York, 1975. Courtesy the artist. 14. RECOLLECTIONS 2, 2008, mirror mosaic and
reverse-painted glass, 160 x 100 cm. Courtesy Rose Issa Projects, London. 15. THE LADY REAPPEARS, 2008, mirror mosaic, 150 x 80 cm. Courtesy Rose Issa Projects, London. 16. UNDER THE SEA,
2007, mirror, glass painting, 110 x 70 cm. Courtesy The Third Line, Dubai. 17. (Left) TOURANJ, mirror mosaic and reverse-painted glass, plaster on wood, 160 x 60 cm. (Right) BIRDS OF PARADISE,
2008, mirror mosaic, diptych, 180 x 129 cm. Photo by Heinrich Schneebeli. Courtesy Rose Issa Projects, London.
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18. TRIANGLE, 2009, mirror, plaster and natural glue on wood. 19. SQUARE, 2008, mirror, reverse-painted glass, plaster and natural glue on wood. 20. PENTAGON, 2009, mirror, plaster, natural glue
on wood. 21. HEXAGON 2, 2008, mirror, plaster, natural glue on wood. 22. HEPTAGON, 2009, mirror, plaster, natural glue on wood. 23. OCTAGON 2, 2008, mirror, plaster, natural glue on wood. 24.
OCTAGON, 2009, mirror, plaster, natural glue on wood. 25. NONAGON, 2008, mirror, plaster, natural glue on wood. 26. DECAGON, 2009, mirror, plaster, natural glue on wood. 27. Detail of HEXAGON,
2009. 28. Detail of NONAGON, 2009. 29. Detail of OCTAGON 2, 2008. All artworks are 100 cm in diameter. Courtesy The Third Line, Dubai. 30. Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian in front of her
work, circa 1970s. Courtesy Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane.
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that as Farmanfarmaian explained to AAP, “my nieces and nephews told
me, ‘Don’t do that—if they [the authorities] know that if you put such a
name in your artwork, they will make trouble for you.’”
That the mystical geometric forms of Sufism, the techniques of
19th-century Qajar interior decoration and 21st-century politics should
collide in Farmanfarmaian’s compositions raises questions about how to
position her art in contemporary Iran. Prior to Lightning for Neda, her
work has been noticeably silent on the topic of politics, even though like
every Iranian the country’s upheavals have impacted her life. But in the
context of contemporary Iran, where connections to the ruling families
of the Qajar and Pahlavi dynasties of the 19th- and 20th-centuries are
today regarded as counter-revolutionary, Farmanfarmaian’s artworks are
testaments to a much more diverse and historically rich culture than the
one embodied in the conservative, Sharia law-observing government of
post-1979 Iran. In this context, her apolitical stance is not a trenchant
critique of the Islamic government, but her works are rebuttals and
certainly defiant of an ideologically driven, historical narrative imposed
by the government of Ayatollah Khomeini and political heirs, including
the country’s current president Ahmadinejad.
This context, however, does not fully explain what makes
Farmanfarmaian’s sculptures so contemporary. Compared to the work
of the 1970s, her current work has a leaner, more minimalist sensibility.
There is also something undeniably contemporary about works made from
mirrors or highly reflective surfaces. From the reflective panels of Donald
Judd’s late minimalist sculptures from the 1980s and 1990s and Gerhard
Richter’s reflective monolithic panels from the same period, to Jeff Koons’
stainless-steel “Balloon” works and the sublimely polished surfaces of
Anish Kapoor’s sculptures made this decade, mirrored surfaces have
been in vogue for two decades. Reflective materials represent opulence
and the narcissism that often accompanies it, epitomized by Versailles’
famous Hall of Mirrors. The reflective surface is also an embodiment
of the formal perfection of 20th- and 21st-century fabrication, as in the
sleek forms of luxury cars or skyscrapers. Farmanfarmaian’s mosaics, in
contrast, are a fractured surface. They begin to represent something more
allegorical about the fragmentation of society, as the world reflected in
a mirrored mosaic appears shattered and misaligned.
As handmade objects, fabricated with anachronistic techniques,
Farmanfarmaian’s mosaics are relics, an attempt to put the brakes on
rapid social development. “The speed of cultural evolution is reduced
by stragglers,” Austrian architect Adolf Loos wrote with a Modernist’s
zeal in 1908. In the same essay he proclaims: “The evolution of culture
is synonymous with the removal of ornament from utilitarian objects”;
“Soon the city streets will glisten like white walls”; and even, “Not
only is ornament produced by criminals, but also a crime is committed
through the fact that ornament inflicts serious injury on people’s
health.” More than a century later, Farmanfarmaian’s life and career
offers a counterpoint to Loos’ world-view and, more broadly speaking,
Modernism’s ardor to sweep away the past and start with a clean slate.
As Iran’s history reveals, this desire to jettison the past led to unforeseen
outcomes. Secularist politicians such as her father, who wanted to
establish a multifaith, democratic state, did not intend for Iran’s mullahs
to remake society from the ground up, but that is how the country’s late20th-century history proceeded. As art historian Hal Foster has written:
“Beware of what you wish for, runs one moral of Modernism as seen from
the present, as it may come true—in perverse form.”
Just as 20th-century history did not proceed according to most
progressive ideals, the century’s radical aesthetic philosophy also needs
revision. The Modernist disdain for decoration, made famous in Loos’
essay, is echoed in observations made by the American abstract artist
Frank Stella, a friend who declined Farmanfarmaian’s invitation to share
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Prior to her recent mosaics, Farmanfarmaian’s work
has been silent on the topic of politics, even though
Iran’s upheavals have impacted her life.

an exhibition with her at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Tehran in
2005 over concern for his personal safety. In his preface to a monograph
on Farmanfarmaian’s works, Mosaics of Mirrors (2006), Stella remarks:
“It seems hard to imagine that the art of the people who have lived
surrounding this emptiness [the Iranian Plateau] should have produced
an art so determined to fill space. Yet more than anything else, this is what
art conceived as ornament does. Ornament fills space.” He continues:
“The artisans have for centuries striven with their gift of ornament to
beat back the desert blindness. So in Monir’s geometries we recognize a
subtle defense of the self as we step aside to allow nature to confront its
unknowable, empty self.” Whereas Stella sees Farmanfarmaian’s work as
stemming directly from a confrontation with nature—a vision that rests
on a primitive-sounding idea of life in Iran—it is far more appropriate
to think of the work’s geometry as descending from those Sufi mystics
who confronted the unknowable mysteries of the universe, instead of
the “empty self” of Stella’s version of nature.
Historians now know that, beginning around 1200 CE, these ancient
Islamic artists and scholars’ exploration of the universe’s complexity led
to their intuitively understanding a geometry that was not theoretically
conceived by Western mathematicians until the late 20th century. It took
more than 500 years to rediscover and codify the knowledge embodied
in the crystalline forms of the most advanced Islamic mosaics. In this
light, the aesthetics and crafts employed in Farmanfarmaian’s sculptures
can be seen as a last-ditch effort to preserve centuries of knowledge,
artisanal skill and cultural history from being dismissed in the fervor of
a totalizing religious and state-propagated ideology, as well as the rush of
countries everywhere to “modernize.” That Farmanfarmaian’s sculptures,
situated in an unadorned, white-walled box of a room, look so powerful
yet estranged from their surroundings is an occasion to think about what
in traditional culture has been omitted in the name of progress, why the
rest of the room feels so at odds with something produced in a timehonored artisanal manner, and why the world appears so fragmented
on the surface of these radiant mosaics.
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