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popular culture employing traditionally-
viewed “lesser” material in order to both
complicate and subvert more “official”
viewpoints, such as those propagated
in the news media and film. The minor
occurrences they document and present
illuminate how the seemingly slight can
explicate larger issues. Anecdotal material,
found objects, and ephemera function
as counterpoints to official propaganda,
which Payam documented on his first
trip to Iran. Walking through a corridor
of ubiquitous Iranian murals of martyred
heroes whose images adhere directly to
the walls, the viewer is immediately im-
mersed in the experience of the urban
Iranian landscape. Indeed, this opening
sequence functions as a kind of foundation
for the remainder of the show. Tellingly,
all of these figures are men.

Walking into the larger gallery, the viewer
encounters the Sharifis “selective archive.”
Ephemeral material is interspersed with
Soody’s highly constructed material and
Payam’s snapshots and text. The “male-
ness” of the opening corridor murals is

here answered by
what appears to
be a more “femi-
nine” space,
featuring pri-
marily images 
of young girls
and women.

Soody and Payam
respond differ-
ently to gender
issues, yet both
seem to attempt
to negotiate Iran
through the lens
of gender con-
struction, both
male and female.
Soody’s work has

The very title of Soody and Payam Sharifi’s
exhibition, Proud and Sad /Wrong and
Strong, foregrounds the thrust of their
collaboration. Their installation epito-
mizes the blurred dichotomies of Iranian
and American cultures, gender issues,
and generational perspectives. Just as the
words in the title are not quite opposites
but rather kinds of polarities, the Sharifis
explore the spaces in between.

In this site-specific installation, Soody
and Payam Sharifi address an array of
important issues including the politi-
cization of Iran, the clash of cultures
between the United States and Iran, and
a changed global climate. They ask their
viewers to participate in each of these
exchanges, even to rethink how art is
defined, presented, processed, and pro-
duced. The range of materials in the
installation echoes the diversity of ideas
and the multiplicity of cultural responses
they have documented.

In addition to displaying Soody’s fine-art
photographs, the Sharifis have mined

long addressed her particular interest
in gender and culturally-defined femi-
ninity. It is interesting to think about
how the present collaboration with her
son has forced her to rethink some of
her ideas, or, at least, to clarify them.
Abigail Solomon-Godeau has argued
that photography is “a medium which by
virtue of its supposed transparency, truth,
and naturalism has been an especially
potent purveyor of cultural ideology–
particularly the ideology of gender.”1

Many of Soody’s photographs of young
women document shifting female roles
in Iran as well as the multiplicity of roles
available to them. In fact, Soody’s pho-
tographic production seems to indicate
a very personal struggle to document both
her own social and creative roles as well
as those of fellow Iranian women. Soody’s
effort to picture her own realities as well
as those of her younger female contem-
poraries challenges prevailing modes of
representation by including a wide array
of self-imaging possibilities for women.
Many of the photographs, including
Stairway to Heaven from her Teenager’s
Series, portray Soody herself. This image
of a couple embracing on a swirling
concrete structure conveys an intimate
moment, perhaps stolen, between a man
and a woman. Here, Soody literally sit-
uates herself as a young Iranian girl,
stealing a private moment with a lover,
outside of societal strictures. In other
photographs not featuring herself, Soody
provides props and chooses locations but
otherwise lets her female subjects deter-
mine their own poses. She allows them
to play, perform, and fantasize within
the confines of her lens.

The interrelationship between photo-
graphy and gender construction, as
suggested by Solomon-Godeau, is potent
and deeply-rooted. Both Soody and
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Payam are conscious of the power of the
image to mold perception. Payam’s text
on ideals of male and female beauty
points to the need to understand con-
structions of gender and identity within
the context of culture. Yet Payam also
addresses other sociocultural issues
through photography and the written
word. Payam’s texts document his own
encounter with Iran. He approaches it
through the lens of sociopolitical history
and theory, deconstructing misconceptions
of life in contemporary Iran through a
personal, even confessional, format. In
his photograph, Hashish, in a series of
cityscape images, and in photographs of
roadside sculptures of animals and fruit,
Payam reinterprets the Iranian landscape.

The interaction between mother and son
has also precipitated a generational
exchange: Soody is almost 25 years older
than her son, the same amount of time
that has elapsed since the 1979 Iranian
Revolution. Generational difference, and,

thus, in many ways, cultural difference
is evident in many of the photographs,
especially Grandma (2003) and Father
and Son, Jandagh (2004). In these works,
old and young, tradition and modernity
co-exist within the frame, just as they
do in everyday life.

Their different approaches dovetail most
clearly in Soody’s Maxiature series, a
group of digital prints derived from
modern photographs collaged onto tra-
ditional Persian miniatures. One in
particular, Martyrdom, references the
Christian pietà, with Soody holding
the body of her son. These collaged nar-
ratives reflect the pieced-together nature
of the exhibition itself. Contemporary
and traditional Iranian and Iranian-
American culture(s) are both integrated
and disjointed at once. There is no one
view, no one truth stated here.

Payam has said that he and the other
material in the installation are “dancing

around [Soody’s] photographs.” Soody’s
concern with gender roles in both Iran
and the United States, an examination
centered on the artist’s own duality as
an Iranian-American woman, is com-
plemented by Payam’s dual nature as an
American confronting his Iranian his-
tory. Soody’s interest in the disparities
and similarities between public and private
spaces is furthered by Payam’s highly
personal texts, self-portraits, and docu-
mentation of the culture he discovered
in Iran. Finally, the contrast between
Soody’s constructed photographs and
Payam’s reliance on found materials and
a more documentary approach (albeit
itself of a constructed nature) is high-
lighted throughout the exhibition. This
is much more than a clash of cultures;
rather it is the intersections thereof, the
spaces in between. Through their exca-
vation, documentation, and interpretation
of Iranian culture, the Sharifis have
ultimately argued that there is no one
answer; rather, fluidity, hybridity, and
layers of meaning are the results of
their examination.

Kathleen Jameson, PhD.
Assistant Director of Development
Program Support
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, TX
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