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Fabricating Authenticity

“I am increasingly interested in how patterns 
operate beyond the visual and how they relate to 
cultural, social, and political systems.”

— Ruhee Maknojia

In Fabricating Authenticity, Ruhee Maknojia 
questions the authenticity of art we often view 
in museums following repair or manipulation 
and presented as “original.” Drawing from 
the material and spiritual culture of Iran, 
Maknojia’s installation takes as its point of 
departure the intertwined history of the twin 
Ardabil carpets, woven in 1539–1540 CE for 
the shrine of Sheikh Safi al-Din Khanegah – a 
Sufi lodge/Khanegah (Persian: خانگاه) in Ardabil 
located in northwestern Iran.

The carpets were among the most accomplished 
examples of textile production created during 
the Safavid Dynasty, with a knot count of 35 
million interlocked knots (340 knots per 
square inch) woven with wool, weft pile yarn 
dyed with natural dyes with cotton warps. 
After sustaining damage in an earthquake, the 
carpets were sold in the 1890s to fund repairs 
to the shrine. Their subsequent separation and 
reconstruction introduced a different kind of 
rupture. Today, one carpet is held by the 
Victoria & Albert Museum (V&A) in London 
and the other, obtained much later, by the Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA). In 
the early twentieth century, the V&A repaired 
its carpet using fragments from the other, to 
produce what could be understood as a more 
perfect object.

For Maknojia, this history raises fundamental 
questions: When an artwork has been 
materially altered, repaired, or reconstructed, 
at what point does intervention change its 
identity? And how does the authority of the 
museum shape our understanding of an object, 
particularly when it serves specific political 
narratives?

Maknojia first approached these questions 
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through a series of small textile studies which 
replicate the fate of the Ardabil carpets 
themselves. Threads extend between paired 
fragments, physically connecting what has been 
separated. Three sets of framed twin carpets 
hung in the exhibition explore different models 
of sameness, interdependence, and rupture. 

The first, titled Ship of Theseus, invokes the 
philosophical thought experiment in which an 
object remains, or fails to remain, the same 
when all of its original components are replaced. 
The second, TTTS, draws on Twin-to-Twin 
Transfusion Syndrome, in which an imbalance 
in blood flow between twins disrupts their 
shared system. The third, Monozygotic 
references monozygotic twins and the 
asymmetries that can emerge even between 
bodies understood as genetically identical.

From these works, Maknojia’s project evolved 
to focus on mirrorwork or Ayeneh-kari (Persian: 
 ,the traditional Iranian art form (آینه کاری
dating back to the Safavid era. Two eight-
by-four-foot hand-etched mirrors form the 
central elements of the installation, positioned 
on platforms and surrounded by thousands 
of small circular mirrors arranged across the 
gallery walls.

The patterning present in the exhibition draws 
directly from the central medallion of the 
Ardabil Carpet, a radiant sun motif. This 
illuminating light occupies a significant place 
within Iranian architecture and Islamic 
spiritual thought, where divine light serves as a 
metaphor for knowledge, revelation, and 
guidance. Maknojia’s use of reflection 
transforms this historical motif into an active 
encounter: light is fractured, multiplied, and 
returned to the viewer.

The eight-foot twin mirrors’ design in the 
exhibition was created through a meticulous 
hand process. Each shape was cut using an 
X-Acto knife and then sandblasted to produce 
the etched surface. Maintaining the presence of 
the hand was essential to Maknojia because it 
resists the perfection of mechanical 
reproduction and introduces subtle 
irregularities. Irregularities are also common in 
handwoven Iranian carpets; deliberate 
imperfections woven into them because only 
Allah is believed to be perfect, thus a perfect 
carpet would be an insult to Him. The 
irregularities suggest that handmade objects are 
unique as they carry the signature of the labor 
and skill of the artist’s work.
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 There are also quieter, more subtle elements 
embedded in the installation. The platforms 
where the mirrors rest are divided into four 
sections, referencing the charbagh [chahar bagh], 
a Persian garden layout structured into 
quadrants by pathways or water channels. A 
faint line runs through each mirror where the 
divisions of the platform align beneath it, 
becoming visible only through careful 
observation. The exhibition is intentionally 
layered with these small mysteries, encouraging 
viewers to slow down and engage more deeply 
with what they see.
 
Sufism provides another conceptual and 
spiritual framework to investigate the work. 
The shrine for which the rugs were created 
honored the Sufi saint whose followers 
eventually established Shia Islam as the official 
religion of Iran and founded the Safavid 
dynasty (CE 1501-1736). This dynasty, well 

known for its patronage of the arts, is one of the 
most important periods for Islamic art, 
especially for textiles and for manuscripts. 
Safavid rulers commissioned exquisite objects 
including ceramics, tile, mirrorwork, textiles, 
illustrated manuscripts with miniature 
paintings, and religious and secular 
architectural buildings.

Islamic mysticism (Sufism) has been a 
significant, albeit often complex, part of the 
cultural and spiritual landscape of Shia Islam 
in Iran for centuries. While traditional Shia 
scholars often criticize Sufi practices, many 
Iranians historically incorporated Sufi 
mysticism (known as Irfan in Shia contexts) 
with Shia devotion, fostering a rich tradition of 
poetry, art, and spiritual philosophy. It is this 
spiritual element in Iranian Sufi mysticism that 
informs Maknojia’s inspiration for this 
exhibition. 

By calling attention to and metaphorically 
recreating these histories in her installation, 
Fabricating Authenticity, Maknojia asks us to 
consider how authenticity and cultural history 
is constructed, how it is remembered – and by 
whom. Through beautiful and painstakingly 
created objects, the artist lays bare the power 
structures that often shape how cultural objects 
are understood, valued, and redefined over time.

Faegheh Shirazi Ph.D., Professor Emeritus, 
Department of Middle Eastern Studies, The 
University of Texas at Austin.
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Women & Their Work is a visual and performing 
arts organization located in Austin that serves 
as a catalyst for new ideas in contemporary art. 
Since 1978, Women & Their Work has created 
significant opportunities for artists and for 
audiences to experience contemporary art through 
ambitious exhibitions, commissions of new 
work, performances and programs that inspire 
audiences of all ages. 

We have actively developed the careers of more 
than 2,000 women artists, presenting 352
visual art exhibitions, 170 music, dance and
theater events, 31 spoken word and literary
performances, 16 film festivals and 968 programs 
& education workshops. Women & Their Work 
helps meet an important need in Texas providing 
exhibition and performance opportunities and 
helping to attract critical attention to the work 
produced here; it is the only organization of its kind 
in the region and one of the few organizations in 
the United States that dedicates itself to the work 
of women artists.

Nationally recognized, Women & Their Work
has been featured in Art in America, The New
York Times, ArtForum, and on National Public 
Radio and was the first organization in Texas to 
receive a grant in visual art from the National 
Endowment for the Arts.

In 2020, the Smithsonian Archives of American 
Art acquired the archive of Women & Their Work 
ensuring that our entire history of the work of 
women artists and our website will be preserved in 
perpetuity. In 2024, the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art in New York acquired all 160 catalogs (digital 
and physical) produced by Women & Their Work 
to date. These publications, as well as all future 
catalogs, will be housed at their Thomas J. Watson 
Library, one of the largest art research libraries in 
the world.
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