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Glossary of Terms

Hijab: An Arabic term for head covering worn in public by Muslim women.

Haram: Forbidden or proscribed by Islamic law. Haram is used to refer to any act that is
forbidden by god.

Film Farsi: Is the genre of movies produced normally in the cinema of Iran before the
Iranian revolution of 1979. The major focus for Iranian films was thrillers, melodrama,

music, and introducing unrealistic heroes. Many people refer to it as the Iranian version
of Bollywood.

The Shah: The title of the former monarch of Iran, Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi
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Womanhood

"One is not born, but, rather, becomes a woman." (de Beauvoir 283)

Introduction

My thesis exhibition is primarily characterized by research into traditions and
taboos related to women and their bodies. The works presented in this exhibition are
nourished by my surrounding environment. While some of the chosen subjects are
international matters related to womanhood, others originate from my direct
surroundings, specifically, the Iranian culture in which I grew up.

In this thesis, the focus is to engage viewers with various taboos related to
women’s lives. These taboos result in public misjudgments and consequently serve to
isolate women within communities. A number of these banned subjects are based on
women’s physiological attributes such as menstruation, abortion and pregnancy;
whereas censorship and forced hijab are oppressive acts inflicted upon women by men to
maintain a male-dominated hierarchical system.

Gloria Steinem, the feminist author, has had an important impact on my ideas
and the works in my thesis exhibition. In If Men Could Menstruate, an article in Ms.
Magazine published in 1978, she explains how the world would be a different place if
men could menstruate. She asserts that if men were the only sex who could menstruate,
they would count it as a biological gift and would celebrate their first period proudly. She
continues by suggesting that in this world of reversed roles, men would see menstruation
as a time to wash the dirt from their body. An unfortunate consequence for Steinem is
that we would then find women in history wounding themselves every month to join the
men’s club. Like Steinem, I believe that menstruation is a taboo because it only happens

to women, not because of its substantive characteristics.



The work in my thesis exhibition was made to reveal the restrictions placed upon
women in certain contemporary societies from my point of view. Beyond simply serving
as a reflection upon restrictions imposed by others, the process of making this work
helped me establish new boundaries for myself. The pieces in my thesis exhibition can be
considered as self-portraits that expose my fears and weaknesses, which have been
presented to the public as a way to disrupt conventional representations of these subjects
that are normally considered as taboo. Publicly exposing these taboos has enabled me to
break them down, but more importantly, to provide a new definition for “Womanhood”.

In my opinion, womanhood is about the qualities of women which mark them
apart from men. This concept has been understood and labeled with physical attributes,
outfits and behavioral features. It is important to focus on the negative aspects of this
labeling and to show how it can cause prejudice about womanhood with consequences

for women in a society.

Media

As a first year graduate student at The George Washington University, I primarily
created sculptures and paintings. One Month of Womanhood (Figure 3 and 4), The Pads
(Figure 5 and 6), Zan (Figure 7), The Mold (Figure 8), When I censored in week 21
(Figure 9) and Dance on Wall (Figure 10 and 11) represent a selection of the work
produced in these two media throughout my time in the MFA program. During my
second year as a MFA student, I started to experiment with a wider variety of media,
such as video, graffiti and a variety of installation strategies. Expanding upon my artistic
practice allowed me to discover additional, at times more powerful, conveyors of
meaning in my work. The Sheet (Figure 12) and The Dancer (Figure 13) are examples of

this new direction.



I have chosen sculpture as a primary medium for my thesis exhibition. Apart
from being my main emphasis in first semesters of MFA, sculpture is a powerful medium
in terms of interacting with its surroundings. Similar to the definition of womanhood
which is in a constant interaction with the culture containing it, sculpture borrows
context from its environment and reflects it back to the surroundings. It is very
dependent on the objects near it while it drastically influences them. Also because of
sculpture’s body and volume, it is generally easier for people to have empathy with a

sculpture.

Concepts

The choice of media for specific pieces was made to support the conceptual
aspects of the thesis exhibition, which were a direct result of a number of experiences
and social communications I have had in recent years. As a Persian woman who has
spent most of my life living in Iran, I am familiar with typical concerns and challenges of
Middle Eastern women. Yet, I have come to find a number of these challenges
unnecessary, outmoded and irrational, and I believe they should be removed from the
culture. One example of these challenges is the misjudgments of society about woman
and the restrictions law makes for women which has negative impacts in their lives.
Another example of the prominent challenges for her is forced hijab. Before the Iranian
revolution in 1979, wearing a hijab was a choice; however, after the revolution it became,
and has continued to be, obligatory. Based on Iranian laws, all women, regardless of

their religion and beliefs, must wear a hijab inside the country.



In order to explain the contemporary problems faced by women in Iran, I
invented a character named Shirin. Shirin is a young educated Iranian woman, who is
hypothetically living and working in the capital city of Tehran. Shirin is the subject of all
my works as her everyday life stories are being told through these pieces. She is a single
woman with all of the challenges mentioned above who should probably get married,
have children and raise them. Her grandmother once told her that she had her mom
when she was at Shirin’s age. However, Shirin is a modern educated women who, despite
her grandmother, works outside and marriage may be the last thing that comes to her

mind. This issue and others faced by Shirin are addressed in my work.

The Dancer

The Dancer is a five-minute video loop, which was influenced by Film Farsi, the
major pre-revolutionary genre of Iranian cinema popular from 1950 to 1975. I
appropriated black and white footage from a scene in a movie from the 1973 titled Jizeh
Jizeh. Like many other movies in this genre, this is a simple love story about a
relationship between a female singer/dancer in a night club and her lover. Women in
this type of cinema are represented as weak creatures dependent on male heroes. After
the Islamic revolution, cinema altered this stereotype, but added a type of censorship
targeted at depiction of women’s bodies in film as another way to constrain women’s
public roles. Iranian post-revolutionary cinema has incredibly restrictive policies in
regard to how women may be represented. Even when foreign movies are shown on
Iranian TV, the team responsible for censorship masks the parts of the women’s bodies
they think are inappropriate for the audience. The film still below illustrates a scene from
Cosmopolis before and after being censored for national television. The upper body of
the actress on the right side has been masked in order to make the movie aligned with

national TV’s values.



Figure 1- A Hollywood movie scene censored

The Dancer shows a scene of Jizeh Jizeh in which the singer dances in a club in
front of a group of male viewers. She dances in a short, sleeveless dress which was
acceptable by fashion standards at the time the film was made. In my video, I also
“censored” the dancer’s body. However, the parts of the body that I digitally masked in
black are the parts normally shown, while the exposed parts are the usual targets of
censors. Through the process of censoring the woman’s body in this video, my intent was

to mix both pre-revolutionary and contemporary acts of government censorship.

Dance on Wall

Graffiti is generally understood to be a blunt and often illegal method of self-
expression that usually addresses social issues. Dance on Wall is a series of stencils
spray-painted on a wall of Gallery 102. Within the context of Gallery 102, the graffiti also
enters into a dialogue around the contemporary practice of producing temporary
drawings and paintings directly onto gallery walls. Dance on Wall is composed entirely
of film stills taken from my video The Dancer. Another important factor in my decision

to stencil the images directly onto the wall is graffiti’s close relationship with anonymous



figures. Painting graffiti on public and private property is usually illegal, so artists often
work under the cover of darkness and usually hide their true identity. While my identity
as the artist is not hidden, the dancer remains nameless and unrecognizable. Another
important reason for using graffiti is related to its history of being targeted by censorship.
As Banksy, the famous graffiti artist once said, “Graffiti's always been a temporary art
form. You make your mark and then they scrub it off” (Banksy, The Sun Magazine,

2010). Beyond my thesis exhibition, my goal is to spray-paint Dance on Wall directly
onto street walls and wait for others’ reaction, and to see if and how other artists, the

general public, or city workers re-censor my censored work.

Works on the subject of Menstruation

One Month of Womanhood, Pads’ Development and The Sheet are three pieces
that deal directly with menstrual bleeding. Lack of knowledge among men and self-
censorship among women about this subject creates various misunderstandings in
different cultures. Almost all major religions of the world place restrictions on
menstruating women. Throughout history, these belief systems have played a huge role
in men and women’s misconceptions about the menstrual period. For example, in Islam
a menstruating woman cannot pray or go to mosque during the days when she is
bleeding. Judaism considered a menstruating woman as ritually unclean. The following
example illustrates the importance and complexity of these widespread beliefs. In 2013,
WaterAid reported that nearly 48% of Iranian girls believe menstruation is a disease.
(Page 31) As seen in this statistic, these kinds of sexism and discrimination can cause

major misunderstandings and real consequences in the lives of girls and women.

The Sheet

My installation, The Sheet is a 100 x 110 inch full size bed covered with a white

6



sheet. On one side of the bed there is a quilted calendar. Small cubes of fake frozen blood
were placed on the days of the calendar that are associated with a menstrual period. As
the frozen blood melts, it is slowly absorbed by the calendar, which simulates what
happens with tampons, pads, clothes, or other kinds of fabric during menstruation. This

installation is intended to confront the audience with the taboo of revealing menstrual

blood. The sheet simply documents a year of its owner’s menstrual bleeding.

Figure 2 - Rupi Kaur, Photography, 2015

During the time I was working on this piece, something interesting happened in
social media about menstruation. Instagram removed a photo of an artist and poet, Rupi
Kaur. The photo pictured the artist curled up in bed, dressed in a t-shirt and sweatpants
menstruating. As shown in figure 2, there is a bit of blood visibly leaked through her
pants and onto the bed. This story got the attention of a lot of people and raised the
question why such a simple everyday experience of women is censored by one of the
biggest social media companies of the world. My work also shows this typical story of
women around the world, who are my target audience. No matter when or where they
live, no one finds it pleasant to see these blood stains on bed sheets in the mornings. The

Sheet asks the question, why is it that women are embarrassed about stains from



menstrual blood, even though they would not be ashamed about a blood stain on their
pillows from a bloody nose? Why stains from menstrual blood are censored in social

media while the stains from blood with other origins are not?

One Month of Womanhood

I believe a woman with menstrual cycle is a natural print maker. One Month of
Womanhood is a wall piece containing thirty-six ceramic pads that represent one entire
menstruation cycle. Fourteen flowery pads with gold stains correspond to the average
number of pads used during five days of a menstrual period. Each column in the piece
from left to right corresponds with one day of a month. Twenty-four black pads (twelve
on each side of the flowery pads) stand for non-period days of a cycle. By changing colors
and materials my aim was to make the pads unfamiliar for the audience, at least
momentarily, at first glance. I decided to translate the actual pads into a different
aesthetic context; therefore I selected different materials. I used glazed ceramic instead
of fabric to give it some decorative sense and rendered blood in gold as the most

feminine and valuable color in my opinion.

During my thesis show, I had the chance to observe the first reactions of viewers
standing in front of the One Month of Womanhood. Some people considered these to be
shoe inserts. Some thought they were small skateboards, while others saw them as
decorative plates. After a few minutes, most of them realized that these shapes were
actually sanitary pads. The seconds or minutes between the initial readings and the
subsequent recognition of the pieces as sanitary pads are essential; these short time
frames serve as a trigger to change preexisting taboos about menstruation by
establishing a new way to look at this natural bodily process. Individually and in small
groups, viewers experienced a way to temporarily eliminate the need for labels and for
taking things for granted. The ovulation stage of the menstrual period was symbolized
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with a subtle pattern on a black ground, which were positioned fourteen to eighteen days

after the first day of period.

Works on the subject of Abortion

Abortion is another taboo I focused on in my thesis exhibition. While experienced
by one in every three women, abortion is still barely understood in many cultures. The
deliberate termination of a pregnancy is considered as an international taboo and
different countries have different abortion laws. As an Iranian woman who was born and
raised in a traditional society, not only was I taught that abortion was “Haram”, or
forbidden by Islamic laws, I also observed that it was socially unacceptable among the
people of Iran. These facts, along with the following quote from a book titled Manifesta,
drove me to produce work on the subject of abortion. “It is not feminism’s goal to control
any woman’s fertility, only to free each woman to control her own.” (Baumgardner and

Richards, 32).

The Pads

In The Pads, I combined the form of sanitary pads with the concept of embryo
development. Similar to One Month of Womanhood, 1 selected ceramic as an uncommon
material for pads to complicate the taboo of menstruation. My initial thought of using
ceramic originated from decorative plates people hang on walls as ornamental objects.
This work can be interpreted into two different ways depending on whether the viewer
moves from left to right or right to left: it can be understood as a representation of an
embryo’s development process or it might be a gradual fade of complete pad formation
which leads to a disjointedness. By installing this piece beside another sculpture named
When I censored in Week 21, I intended to make a connection between pregnancy, the

menstrual cycle, and abortion.



When I Censored in Week 21

This set of small sculptures installed on a black pedestal presented ten different
stages of pregnancy until the 215t week. A human embryo in first stages of development
appears to be more similar to an animal than human being. Embryos would have gill slits
like fishes, yolk sac like birds and tail like monkeys. They will start to look more like a
human being after the 215t week. In many countries abortion is legal until the end of week
24, which coincides with the time when human embryo starts to obtain fundamental
visual differences with other animal embryos. It is fascinating that a human embryo is
considered and treated as a human life with respect to human rights when it starts to
look like a human being. When I censored in Week 21 was a way to show how our

judgments are often based on our observations.

Zan

Zan is a soft sculpture made with pink fabric in three pieces. This sculpture
consists of the parts of a woman body that identify her as a female creature: breasts, a
vagina, and an umbilical cord leading to a newborn baby with two hands attached to
each side and two painted cornea on the hand palms, a vagina connected to a foot which
ends to a hairy head and, 3) a new born baby with a separated head and an umbilical
cord which links to the vagina piece. I assembled these components in an unusual way
inspired from cartoons I have watched and illustrations I drew when I was a teenager.
This piece is one of only a few works made during my first year in the MFA program to
be included in my thesis exhibition. Zan (the Persian word for woman) is among the
earliest works in which I addressed issues relating to women’s bodies and lives. This
piece was also inspired by The Woven Child, a group of soft sculptures by Louise
Bourgeois. I liked the way Bourgeois combined the bodies of a mother and child to make

a hybrid form of motherhood.
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The Mold

“Who am I beyond this skin I am in? Beyond this place where I've been changed?”
The sentence above was Kara Walker’s way of describing her feeling about her identity as
an African-American woman artist. This sentence reminds me how she struggled to
reclaim her identity through her pieces. In Mold I chose to have the same approach and
despite most of my works in thesis show which are abstract and minimal, I wanted to
have a realistic style. Since my entire exhibition is about an imaginary character named
Shirin and issues related to invented life, I decided to have a physical representation of
her in of the gallery to complete her story. Mold is a part of Shirin’s belly covered by a
yellow flowery textile. I highlighted the parts which are connected to her vagina and
breasts I used the gold color for this highlight a connection between this work and the

period pads.

Conclusion

In conclusion, my thesis exhibition achieved my ultimate goal, which was to serve
as a means to reflect upon my internal struggles around issues related to women bodies,
reproductive rights, and censorship. The works address a variety of sensitive issues from
my perspective as woman born and raised in a traditional Iranian society. The issues
range from being simply embarrassing for some people to talk about, to being outright
banned and detrimental to the lives of women. Despite my initial thoughts and the
differences in laws and religious beliefs in the United States and Iran, American and
Iranian women who saw my thesis exhibition often had similar reactions. On the other
hand, men from these two nations had very different opinions. Based on my experience
most of my Iranian male friends were not really comfortable with my chosen subjects
and thought my feminine matters are not related to them. For example in The Sheet 1

observed two drastically different reactions, one from a Middle Eastern and one from a
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Western man. While my western male audience told me some stories they had heard
from their mothers or wives and were totally conformable contributing to the
conversation, my Iranian male friends didn’t consider themselves audience to The Sheet
and were not open to establishing a dialogue about it. In the end, many viewers became
absorbed in the work in ways that allowed them to consider my intent along with their
own interpretations. Through video, sculpture, ceramics, graffiti and installation, I was
able to question a number of cultural and social taboos, while paving a new path toward

future discussions on these critical topics.
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Figure 3 - Shabnam Shamloo, Sculpture, One Month of Womanhood, 46x120 inches, 2015

=

Figure 4 - Shabna;n Shamloo, Sculpture, One Month of Womanhood, 2015 - Detail
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Figure 5 - Shabnam Shamloo, Sculpture, The Pads, 9.5 x 78 inches, 2015

Figure 6 - Shabnam Shamloo, Sculpture, The Pads, 2015 - Detail
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Figure 7 - Shabnam Shamloo, Sculpture, Zan, 25 x 25 x 6 inches, 2015
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the mold

i
Figure 8 - Shabnam Shamloo, Sculpture, The Mold, 12 x 124 x 7 inches, 2015
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Figure 9 - Shabnam Shamloo, Sculpture, When I Censored in Week 21, 20 x 20 inches, 2015
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Figure 10 - Shabnam Shamloo, Graffiti, Dance on Wall, 450 x 11 inches, 2015

Figure 11 - Shabnam Shamloo, Graffiti, Dance on Wall, 2015 - Detail
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Figure 12 - Shabnam Shamloo, Installation, The Sheet, 75 x 50 x 8 inches, 2015
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Figure 13 - Shabnam Shamloo, Video Art, The Dancer, 50 x 30 inches, 2015
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