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ONLINE ASSIGNMENT: 

http://smarthistory.khana

cademy.org/cindy-

sherman.html  

 

TITLE or 

DESIGNATION: Untitled 

Film Still 21 from her 

Untitled Film series 

 

ARTIST: Cindy Sherman 

 

CULTURE or ART 

HISTORICAL PERIOD: 

Postmodernism 

 

DATE: 1978 C.E. 

 

MEDIUM: gelatin silver 

print 
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TITLE or DESIGNATION: Untitled 

No.228 from her History Portraits series 

 

ARTIST: Cindy Sherman 

 

CULTURE or ART HISTORICAL 

PERIOD: Postmodernism 

 

DATE: 1990 C.E. 

 

MEDIUM: photograph 

 



ONLINE 

ASSIGNMENT: 

http://academinist.org/w

p-

content/uploads/2010/06/

010112Wagner_Yasumas

a.pdf 

 

TITLE or 

DESIGNATION: Portrait 

(Futago) 

 

ARTIST: Yasumasa 

Morimura 

 

CULTURE or ART 

HISTORICAL PERIOD: 

Postmodernism 

 

DATE: 1988 C.E. 

 

MEDIUM: chromogenic 

print with acrylic paint 

and gel medium 

http://academinist.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/010112Wagner_Yasumasa.pdf
http://academinist.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/010112Wagner_Yasumasa.pdf
http://academinist.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/010112Wagner_Yasumasa.pdf
http://academinist.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/010112Wagner_Yasumasa.pdf
http://academinist.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/010112Wagner_Yasumasa.pdf
http://academinist.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/010112Wagner_Yasumasa.pdf


TITLE or DESIGNATION: 

Rebellious Silence from her 

Women of Allah series 

 

ARTIST: Shirin Neshat, 

photo by Cynthia Preston 

 

CULTURE or ART 

HISTORICAL PERIOD: 

Iranian-American 

Contemporary 

 

DATE: 1994 C.E. 

 

MEDIUM: Ink on 

photograph 



INVESTIGATING IDENTITY:  
GLOBAL ART since 1980: (SELECTED TEXT: Cindy Sherman, 

Yasumasa Morimura, and Shirin Neshat) 



Cindy Sherman. Untitled #92, 1981, chromogenic color print 

 

Photography, performance art, and video are especially popular practices among artists 

who are interested in constructed, unfixed identities. Cindy Sherman, who became well 

known, staring the 1980s, for using herself as model in staged photographs exploring 

female identity, has made many series that deconstruct stereotyped images that are 

presented in the fashion world, advertising, movies, pornography, and other mass-media 

sources. Sherman is never an unchanging, unchangeable self in her photographs; she 

assumes a different identity in each one, reinforcing the idea that identity is artificially 

constructed and transformable.  



Cindy Sherman. Untitled Film Still 

35, 1978, gelatin silver print 

 

In her Untitled Film Stills Cindy 

Sherman took active control of her 

own image as she directed herself 

performing a series of prototypical 

film noir characters and codified 

images of femininity for the camera.  

 

By using herself as a model to 

replicate other models, she forces us 

to consider our conditioning, to 

deflect our gaze away from the 

female as the object of (male) desire 

and toward representation itself. 

Part performance artist, part 

photographer, Sherman is both 

subject and object, image and author. 

Her women and her work project a 

vague anxiety readable as a mixture 

of desire, anticipation, and 

victimization. 



 

"I am trying to make other people 

recognize something of themselves 

rather than me." Cindy Sherman 

 

By deconstructing and reinventing 

portraiture, which in itself was 

something of a dead genre when she 

arrived on the scene, Sherman 

influenced not only photographers 

but also painters and performance 

and video artists.  

 

And by limiting her subject matter 

strictly to herself, while at the same 

time excavating countless 

permutations, she inspired a 

generation of younger artists to 

explore their own identities across a 

range of mediums. “What she does is 

within a very narrow set of 

parameters that she’s been able to 

mine brilliantly for the last 35 

years,” says Respini.  



 

In her series Historical Portraits (1989), Sherman posed in female and male costumes and 

used makeup and fake body parts to parody the figures in historical paintings. The series 

demonstrates how photographs, like other images, offer compelling role models for 

building identity, but models that do not apply in all times and places. Identity is always 

transformable.  



Top Left: Cindy Sherman. Untitled Film Still 21, 

1978, gelatin silver print 

 

Bottom Left: Cindy Sherman. Society Portrait 

series, 2008 

 

Uncannily, she doesn't resemble any of her own 

pictures, not even the ones that seem fairly 

straightforward. Considering that she has 

become, through no effort of her own, a darling of 

academics and has inspired reams of arcane post-

modernist criticism, it's also pleasing to discover 

how plain-spoken, unpretentious and down-to-

earth she is. Like many artists, Ms. Sherman 

tends to talk about her own work when she looks 

at the works of others in the museum. She reacts 

enthusiastically to what's on view, but art history 

per se doesn't interest her much. She has an 

omnivorous appetite for images and sure 

instincts for adapting them to her own purposes, 

but she isn't concerned about their past. She once 

said her goal was an art that was accessible, "not 

one that you felt you had to read a book about" to 

understand.  



Left: Cindy Sherman. Untitled No.224, 1990, Color photograph 

Right: Caravaggio. Self-Portrait, c. 1593-1594, oil on canvas 



Left: Cindy Sherman. Untitled No.216, 1989, Color photograph; Right: Jean Fouquet. 

Madonna and Child, c. 1450, tempera on wood 

 

Sherman’s obvious use of prosthetic body parts and theatrical setting compel the viewer 

to think about the posturing and modeling of the original historical sources. For this 

reason, many critics have praised Sherman’s deconstruction of overtly masculine visions 

of the female in the history of art. 



Left: Cindy Sherman. Untitled No.228, 1989, Color photograph 

Center: Cristofano Allori. Judith with head of Holofernes, 1613, oil on canvas 

Right: Sandro Botticelli. Judith with head of Holofernes, 1497-1500 



Her work is intuitive and improvisational, as well as intelligent, and it is prompted as 

much by the props she has bought at flea markets and through medical-supply 

catalogues as by the works of art she has seen in museums and reproductions. “Even 

when I was doing those history pictures,” she says of a touted series of photographs she 

loosely derived from Old Master paintings, “I was living in Rome but never went to the 

churches and museums there. I worked out of books, with reproductions. It's an aspect of 

photography I appreciate, conceptually: the idea that images can be reproduced and seen 

anytime, anywhere, by anyone.” 



The elaborate period costumes and 

drapery, fake breasts, and assorted props 

that Sherman turned to in the late 1980s 

made the act of staging even more 

obvious. 

 

History painting is also evoked, as in her 

version of Judith with the head of 

Holofernes in her Untitled #228 from 

1990, a subject made famous by both 

Caravaggio and Artemisia. But because 

she is using only herself as a model, she 

has done without Judith’s maid, 

presenting a stripped-down version of 

history painting’s narrative complexity.  

 

Furthermore, the obvious costuming and 

props – particularly the head of 

Holofernes in the form of a rubber 

Halloween fright mask – are as likely to 

suggest another series of associations with 

the anachronistic details characteristic of 

the type of low-budget movie destined to 

become a cult classic. 



Ms. Sherman said some of her 

pictures take a day or two to finish; 

others can take weeks to set up and 

photograph. “I never know what I 

want at the beginning,'' she said. 

Sometimes she will start with a body 

part like a fake nose and play with 

it,” she said. “Then I'll see what 

costumes work with it. The makeup 

comes after.”  

 

Is it difficult to engage viewers these 

days? “It's challenging,” she 

answered, “trying to reach a jaded 

public seeing God-knows-what in 

movies and television. We've become 

more callous to things than ever 

before.” How can art compete with 

television and movie images? “It 

can't,” she said. “It should 

incorporate it -use imagery as if from 

those things.”  



Bottom Left: Cindy Sherman. Untitled #98, 1981, 

chromogenic color print 

 

In this era, are any new images possible? “Not 

really,” she said. “Anyone who thinks they've come 

up with new images - they're fooling themselves. 

That's why I'm not a painter. There's nothing that 

can be done that hasn't been done before, in paint. 

Can you imagine me doing this whole show in 

paint and canvas?”  

 

“In college,” she said, referring to the State 

University College at Buffalo, from which she 

graduated in 1976, “I painted superrealistically. It 

was boring for me because I didn't know what I 

wanted to say with it. I began using the camera. 

But I think of myself as an artist, not really a 

photographer. At least, I don't think people who 

consider themselves real photographers would 

want to call me a photographer.” “In a way, I'm a 

performance artist,” she said. “I was influenced 

more by performance art than photography or art. 

The picture is my own performance. And I'm 

documenting myself.”  



Sherman’s dazzling skill as a perpetual 

shape-shifter is perhaps her major 

contribution to contemporary art. A less 

conspicuous but equally important legacy 

involves the way her work has permanently 

blurred the line between fine art and 

photography. Sherman’s oeuvre, from her 

first solo show, in 1981, helped bring about 

a seismic shift in the curatorial and art-

historical debate about photography as high 

art.  

 

“I still like the idea of challenging myself 

through the more hands-on methods, only 

because I think it’s more challenging when 

you are limited,” Sherman says. “With 

Photoshop anything goes, and I don’t want 

to make easy crazy characters just because I 

can. I think there are some artists who are 

fine without any boundaries. It somehow 

frees them. But I really need certain 

limitations to know how far I can go and 

work within that.” 



Yasumasa Morimura. Portrait (Futago), 1988,  

chromogenic print with acrylic paint and gel medium 



Osaka-based Yasumasa Morimura, 47, burst 

onto the international art scene about 10 

years ago with his "Art History" series, 

computer-aided reconstructions of great 

Western paintings that featured the artist’s 

big-nosed face replacing the faces of the 

works’ original subjects. The high-tech 

Japanese kitsch was embraced by a Western 

world passing through a period of growing 

interest in sushi, economic miracles, and 

things Japanese in general, and Morimura 

became somewhat of a superstar both at 

home and abroad. 

 

While the masterpieces of Western art 

history have rewarded scrutiny with 

dynamic impastos or intricate brushwork, 

Morimura’s pictures offer none of this depth 

to viewers who walk up to and inspect the 

works more closely. Instead, using a palette 

tool and acrylic lacquer, Morimura has 

streaked a parody of brush-strokes across 

the surfaces of his tableaus. The treatment 

also reduces glare from the flat surfaces of 

the works. 



Marcel Duchamp. L.H.O.O.Q., 1919 

 

Marcel Duchamp shocked critics 35 

years ago with his "L.H.O.O.Q.", a 

print of the Mona Lisa on which the 

insouciant Frenchman had penciled a 

wispy moustache and goatee. In a 

similar way, Morimura’s Mona Lisa 

series brings the viewer to a re-

assessment of the sanctity of Western 

art and the concepts of artistic 

creation and originality. 



In this work, Morimura appropriates Édouard Manet’s Olympia, one of the key symbols 

of Western cultural tradition, and places himself as both the nude Olympia and the 

black maid. The art critic Norman Bryson argues, in his essay “Three Morimura 

Readings”, that Morimura’s cross-dressing and contextualization as a woman 

challenges the Western colonial construction of “Asia as female”, and Asian males as 

effeminate. By overtly displaying this stereotypical perception in his work, and 

appropriating it in a traditional Western context, the artist makes Western audiences 

question and re-evaluate their perceptions of Asian cultural identity. 



Portrait (Futago) also seeks to challenge traditional perceptions of sexual minority 

cultures. As a gay artist, Morimura uses cross-dressing in his placement as Olympia, in 

order to highlight the stereotype of gay people as effeminate. By conforming to this 

stereotype in his work, Morimura explores the way in which his own cultural identity is 

constructed by generalized social conventions and labels. At the same time, it is obvious 

that Morimura’s Olympia is a male figure, hence highlighting the artificiality of such 

stereotypes and challenging their validity. Additionally, the placement of Morimura as 

a woman destabilizes the notion of fixed, binary gender roles of male and female that is 

prevalent in existing culture, and instead constructs a new, more elastic gender 

identity, where stereotypes of male and female are subverted. 



Prostitution, the true subject of the original work, is associated by Morimura with the 

commodification of art; and he goes on to cross gender and ethnic frontiers as well. 

Transvestitism is, of course, institutionalized in Japan in the Kabuki theater- the 

female parts are taken by male actors who are, however, always voluminously clothed. 

There is a taboo on nude figures in Japanese “fine art” although they appear in popular 

“ukiyo-e” prints.  

 

Morimura’s ethnic crossover may also allude to the nowadays common Japanese 

practice of having portrait photographs doctored to Westernize the eyes, as well as to 

the more costly plastic surgery for the same purpose. Portrait (Twin) is, however, more 

than a light-hearted satire on contemporary Japanese fashions in life and art. 



Yasumara Morimura. An 

Inner Dialogue with Frida 

Kahlo, 2001 

 

“I am neither actor nor a 

performer. I am closer to 

being painter, who stands in 

front of the canvas, 

meditating how to make a 

good work. Therefore, I regard 

myself as a classical artist or, 

to be precise, I try in vain to 

be a classical artist in a 

contemporary world that does 

not allow it.”  

 

– Yasumasa Morimura 



Yasumara Morimura. Vermeer Study; Looking 

Back (Mirror), 2008 

 

Morimura has conceived of his work through 

simultaneously appropriating and subverting 

significant art historical masterpieces. 

Through his deconstruction of the notion of 

the “masterpiece,” Morimura calls into 

question assumptions imparted on such works 

by Western documentation of art history, as 

well as commenting on Japan’s absorption of 

Western culture.  

 

However, Morimura’s interpretation and 

representation is particularly effective 

because while Morimura renegotiates the 

definition of masterpiece, he genuinely 

identifies with and respects the artists 

themselves. By inserting himself into the 

work, he recreates, relives and indulges in the 

artistic process. His ability to satirize and 

simultaneously create an homage is what 

enables his work to defy categorization.  



Shirin Neshat. Rebellious Silence from her 

Women of Allah series, photo by Cynthia 

Preston, 1994, ink on photograph 

 

With increasing migration and the expansion of 

global communications and economies, 

questions of personal, political, cultural, and 

national identity also emerged in the 1990s. 

Postcolonial artists began to address issues of 

contested identity and the identity struggle of 

postcolonial peoples, and to investigate the 

dissonance produced by transnational 

(mis)communication between colonizers and 

the postcolonized.  

 

Many of these artists, such as Shirin Neshat, 

speak with unfamiliar but forthright and 

significant new artistic voices. In Rebellious 

Silence from her 1994 “Women of Allah” series 

of photographs, Shirin Neshat (b. 1957) 

explores how Iranian women are stereotyped in 

the West, claiming that their Islamic identities 

are more varied and complex that is frequently 

perceived.  



 

Each of Neshat’s “Women of Allah” 

photographs portrays both a part of an Iranian 

woman’s body- such as her hands or her feet- 

overwritten with Farsi text and a weapon.  

 

In Rebellious Silence, the woman wears the 

traditional chador but her face is exposed, 

overwritten with calligraphy and bisected by a 

rifle barrel. Both calligraphy and rifle seem to 

protect her from the viewer, but they also 

create a sense of incomprehensibility or 

foreignness that prompts us to try to categorize 

her. Likewise, although the woman wears a 

chador, she looks directly and defiantly out of 

the photograph at us, meeting and returning 

our gaze. She challenges us to acknowledge her 

as an individual- in this case a strong and 

beautiful woman- but simultaneously and 

paradoxically prompts us to see her as a 

stereotypical Iranian woman in a chador. 

Neshat confronts our prejudices while also 

raising questions about the position of women 

in contemporary Iran. 



Shirin Neshat. Stories of Martyrdom 

from her Women of Allah series, photo 

by Cynthia Preston, 1994, ink on 

photograph 

 

Born in Iran in 1957, Neshat moved to 

the United States in 1973 to study art in 

Los Angeles. When she was growing up, 

her homeland was under the leadership 

of the shah, who supported a 

liberalization of social behavior and 

economic changes modeled after the 

West.  

 

In 1979, however, while Neshat was still 

in America, Iran underwent a 

cataclysmic transformation: an Islamic 

revolution overthrew the shah, and in 

its aftermath the new regime of the 

fundamentalist Ayatollah Khomeini 

reasserted control over public and 

private behavior. 



Shirin Neshat. Allegiance with 

Wakefulness from her Women of Allah 

series, photo by Cynthia Preston, 1994, 

ink on photograph 

 

Returning for a visit to Iran in 1990 

after a twelve-year absence, Neshat was 

stunned by the magnitude of the change, 

which left her own cultural identity in a 

state of limbo: She had not adopted a 

fully westernized identity, yet she no 

longer felt anchored to the culture of her 

homeland. The shock inspired her to try 

to understand and express what had 

happened to Iranian national identity, 

particularly as it concerned women. 

 

In her first mature body of work, a 

provocative series of photographs called 

Women of Allah (1993-1997), Neshat 

explores the ideology of Iranian women 

who are caught up in the revolution, 

even to the point of being willing to die 

as martyrs.  



Shirin Neshat. Speechless from her 

Women of Allah series, photo by 

Cynthia Preston, 1996, ink on 

photograph 

 

Within each photograph, Neshat 

layers Farsi (modern Persian) 

calligraphy, the image of a gun, and 

the black veil, challenging “the 

western stereotype of the eastern 

Muslim woman as weak and 

subordinate.” The writing adorns 

those specific female body parts that 

remain visible in a fundamentalist 

Islamic land: the eyes, face, hands, 

and feet. The failure of cross-culture 

communication is embodied in 

Neshat’s use of writing that is illegible 

to most Western readers. Westerners 

recognize the beauty of the calligraphy 

but don’t recognize it as poetry that is 

considered radical in Iran because 

individual poems offer different views 

on the value of wearing the chador.  



 

Western obsession with the figure of the 

veiled Muslim women has been 

foundational to orientalism since at least 

the nineteenth century, but the veiled 

figure was characterized earlier by passive 

eroticism. Although the visual correlation 

between terrorism and the covered female 

Muslim body was explored in films such as 

The Battle of Algiers (1966), it was brought 

to mass attention of the Western public in 

the wake of the Islamic revolution in Iran.  

 

Media and photojournalists from the late 

1970s onward have frequently depicted 

endless masses of Iranian women, covered 

in black chador, participating in the 

revolution. With the advent of the 

Iran‐Iraq war in the 1980s, images of 

Iranian women armed with rifles in 

regimented formations also became 

prevalent, including in Iranian 

propaganda publications.  



Scenes of the Iranian Hostage crisis of 

1979-1981 

 

The crisis in which American hostages were 

held by Iranians for 444 days during the 

period 1979–81 was given prominent play 

in U.S. media. Indeed, Melani McAlister 

has argued that the media reception of 

developments in Iran between 1979 and 

1989 decisively transformed popular 

understanding of the Middle East and its 

relationship to terrorism: “Islam” became 

highlighted as the dominant signifier of the 

region, rather than oil wealth, Arabs, or 

Christian Holy Lands.  

 

None of these other constructs disappeared, 

of course, but they were augmented and 

transformed by a reframing of the entire 

region in terms of proximity to or distance 

from “Islam,” which became conflated with 

“terrorism”.  



Rather than seeing Neshat’s photographs as simply 

engaging with orientalist fictional depictions of harem 

interiors and veiled women or as documentary portrayals 

of actual conditions of Iranian or Muslim women, one can 

more productively understand them as being allegorical. 

The allegorical mode is profoundly ambivalent and 

complex, and it mediates meaning between realism and 

fiction in a manner analogous to the effect that the 

calligraphic screen in Neshat’s photographs creates 

between the work and the observer.  

 

This is strikingly evident in (Rebellious Silence). Indeed, 

in this figure, the calligraphic text creates a niqab (a face 

veil covering the lower part of the face) by covering up 

precisely the parts of the face that remain exposed by the 

chador. Such a reading of Neshat’s photographs allows 

one to venture beyond the purely Iranian referent, in 

favor of an unlocatable yet immanent site. Neshat’s work 

also refuses to choose be- tween the subject positions 

supposedly available to the modern Muslim woman—

either traditional (subjugated) or Westernized 

(liberated)—and instead marks Muslim women’s 

instability, untranslatability, and incommensurability in 

the representational media strategies of the 

contemporary world.  



Shirin Neshat. Guardians of 

Revolution from her Women of Allah 

series, photo by Cynthia Preston, 

1994, ink on photograph 

 

By seeming to strictly conform to 

Islamic-Iranian codes of public 

conduct, Neshat denies the viewer an 

immediate and simplistic reading of 

equating freedom with unveiling. The 

West as such figures nowhere as an 

overt subject of Neshat’s photographs.  

 

However, the audience of Neshat’s 

photographs was, and has remained, 

primarily the Western art world. Her 

remarkable success is due to her 

promotion by European and American 

critics, curators, galleries, and 

museums. Neshat has arguably come 

to occupy the position of the most 

significant visual interpreter of the 

status of Muslim women universally.  



Shirin Neshat. Untitled from her Women of 

Allah series, photo by Cynthia Preston, 1996, 

ink on photograph 

 

The veil identifies the problem of identity and 

difference as an intimate, lived, bodily 

relationship marked by the figure of woman. 

Yet that figure’s subject position cannot be 

resolved either as a fully autonomous self or 

as an anonymous subjugated figure in a 

premodern or mass collective. Instead it is 

detached form geographic and temporal 

referents, now suspended in menacing and 

immediate space-time proximity.  

 

It is important to note that Neshat herself did 

not shoot any of the photographs in the series 

but that she collaborated with a number of 

photographers in realizing the images. 

However, she did inscribe the painstaking 

calligraphy and ornamental patterns inspired 

by South Asian and North African henna and 

tattoo practices. 



Neshat’s aim is not to dispose of media clichés, but to recompose and reorganize 

them in ways that produce more flexible and complex readings. Without claiming to 

present truth, her images correspond to the images and ideals that determine 

Iranian society itself . 

 

Neshat’s images are provocative because they seem to lack a distinct ‘moral’ stance. 

They would probably not be so provocative if they could be taken as a clear 

statement for or against Islamic fundamentalism. One could reduce them to a 

critical presentation of how media functions, or how Western culture constructs the 

Orient as its own phantasmic Other in a world where ideas of “multiculturalism” 

have become official ideologies. Nevertheless, they maintain a certain ambiguity 

and distance that has to do with the artist’s own physical presence in her work. She 

engages these stereotypes by playing the role of “fundamentalist” and even 

“terrorist”.  



Shirin Neshat. Book of Kings series, 2012, ink on 

silver gelatin print 

 

The double meaning of Neshat’s work is at once 

the result of a divided world, partitioned by 

closed, often hostile, cultural boundaries, and an 

analysis of those divisive mechanisms. By 

including Farsi calligraphy written over the 

images, Neshat creates a pure, sensual, visual 

presence, and a material ornament that indicates 

meaning but hides it from most Western 

audiences who will, in most cases, be unable to 

read or understand it.  

 

It is the emptiness of meaning that makes room 

for stereotypes. In a 1997 interview, Neshat 

observed that she is often asked if the 

inscriptions are taken from the Qur’an. This 

seems a natural question, given the prevalence of 

stereotypes about Islamic fundamentalism, in 

which the Qur’an is the compulsory- the only 

possible- text. That the answer is not available 

within the works to viewers who know no Farsi 

underscores Neshat’s point. 



Shirin Neshat. My House is On Fire, from The Book of Kings series, 2012, ink on silver 

gelatin print  



Left: Shirin Neshat. Bahram (Villians), from 

The Book of Kings series, 2012, ink on silver 

gelatin print  

 

Below: Shirin Neshat. Nida (Patriots), from 

The Book of Kings series, 2012, ink on silver 

gelatin print  



INVESTIGATING IDENTITY:  
GLOBAL ART since 1980: (ACTIVITIES and REVIEW: Cindy 

Sherman, Yasumasa Morimura, and Shirin Neshat) 






