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Artist Shirin Neshat: 'If America was once
the world of dreams for foreigners, Donald
Trump wants to purify it'
For Iranian-American artist Shirin Neshat’s latest work, Land of Dreams, people
opened their doors and lives to her
By Hettie Judah
Thursday, 19th March 2020, 4:44 pm
Updated 17 hours ago

Shirin Neshat 'literally went and knocked on doors', introducing herself and asking if she could take people’s portraits (Photo:
Vittorio Zunino Celotto/Vittorio/Getty)
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For as long as I’ve known of her, the artist Shirin Neshat has worn a thick line of kohl
painted beneath each eye. She is, anyway, an arresting woman, but the positioning of
these emphatic marks beneath her eyes seems to make a point that goes beyond the
cosmetic, as if to say: look, here is where the important stuﬀ happens.
Neshat has worked with photography and ﬁlm since the mid-90s. Born in Iran in 1957,
she moved to the US as a student: the Iranian Islamic Revolution in 1979 would stop
her returning to her country of birth for almost 20 years. Her breakthrough series –

Women of Allah (1993-7) – explored the complexities that lay behind sensational
images of gun-toting female revolutionaries. She has turned her attention increasingly
to ﬁlm – directing features Women Without Men (2009) and Looking for Oum Kulthum
(2017); nevertheless Neshat has just been announced as the honorary master of
photography for this year’s edition of Photo London.
When we meet she is exhausted and sleep-deprived: not-so-fresh oﬀ a ﬂight from LA
where she was closing a stellar retrospective at The Broad museum. We have only
spoken a couple of times before, but she embraces me like an old friend, without
pretence or preamble.
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Such warmth stood her well working on recent project, Land of Dreams. Set in New
Mexico, the series started with portraits of residents from all walks of life, shot in
private homes and a makeshift studio in the back of a local restaurant.
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Alfonso Garundo, from Shirin Neshat's Land of Dreams series, 2019 (Photo: Courtesy the artist, and Goodman Gallery,
London)
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Travelling through New Mexico as a crew of “three women and a dog”, Neshat “literally
went and knocked on doors”, introducing herself and asking if she could take people’s
portraits. The response was often surprising. “You’re Iranian?” asked one elderly
veteran. “I was in the military: I was in the Middle East, come in!”
Advertisement

“The Native Americans in Land of
Dreams had never met an Iranian
before, and I was told: ‘Don’t go to the
reservations, they’re very unfriendly
to foreigners and they don’t like to be
photographed and wouldn’t like to be
in your ﬁlm,’ but it was just the
opposite,” she recalls. “I cannot tell
you the human rapport that
happened between me, my team and
the people we met.”

Two accompanying short ﬁlms feature a ﬁctional Iranian artist driving around New
Mexico knocking on people’s doors and asking to take portraits of residents, then
collecting their dreams. Although artist and subjects alike are played by actors, some
of Neshat’s portrait subjects lent their homes and dreams to the ﬁlms: as with many of
her recent works, the lines between real life and fantasy are intentionally blurred.

'For the longest time I did not feel I was prepared to make a work that
reﬂected on the American culture because I always felt that I’m not
American enough, or I’m not close enough to the subject'
The landscape of New Mexico is familiar from westerns and road movies: it plays a
role in cinematic history as iconic as any ﬁlm star. Shot, like the photographs, in black
and white, Neshat’s ﬁlms ripple with cinematic references, from avant-garde
ﬁlmmaker Maya Deren to Ingmar Bergman, by way of the great Iranian director Abbas
Kiarostami. “I myself am this hybrid,” says Neshat. “In many strange ways I’m more
American than Iranian – my work is a reﬂection of who I am.”

Land of Dreams was ﬁrst shown as the closing work of The Broad museum show: her
ﬁrst made-in-America work for her ﬁrst big American retrospective. “For the longest
time I did not feel I was prepared to make a work that reﬂected on the American
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culture because I always felt that I’m not American enough, or I’m not close enough to
the subject. I always made work about the Middle East and Iran,” she explained ahead
of the exhibition’s opening.
“But after the Trump administration and all these problems that followed –
particularly immigration issues and the Muslim ban – for the ﬁrst time I felt that my
freedom in this country was being jeopardised and I felt that I really needed to make a
work that expressed an immigrant perspective.” Making Land of Dreams, she says,
gave her “a new eye to America. An America I now know: the landscape, the poverty,
the destitution.”
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Paulita Cowboy, from Shirin Neshat's Land of Dreams series, 2019 (Photo: Courtesy the artist, and Goodman Gallery,
London)

A Native American portrait sitter who
stayed on to work on her short ﬁlms
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invited Neshat to join a 100th
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birthday celebration for his mother.
When Neshat asked what she could
bring to the party, he took her to a
ranch in the reservation to buy meat:
the ranch workers were all white and
had refused to speak to or serve him.
“This ranch wouldn’t sell to the Native
Americans on their own land,” recalls
Neshat. “They’re foreigners in their
own land. That’s the America we’re
talking about.”
Since the oneiric Women Without Men, Neshat’s work has tended more and more
toward the surreal and dreamlike.“Dreams are innocent. You can kill someone in a
dream and be innocent: you can’t criticise a dream,” she says. “I think a lot of people
who live in exile end up embracing surrealism because it is a language in which they
can be free and it’s universal.”

Read More
Harland Miller on York: So Good They Named It Once:
'Colour is endlessly fascinating to me'

Dreams here, of course, have a double signiﬁcance. The US was long the land of
dreams in which immigrants could ﬁnd refuge and build a new, better life. Trump’s
infamous border wall and immigration policies increased restrictions on travel to the
US from majority Muslim countries, and related anti-immigrant rhetoric has
transformed this land of dreams into something more forbidding.
“If America was once the world of dreams for foreigners, he wants to purify it,” says
Neshat, of the 45th President. Tellingly, the dreams featured in Land of Dreams are
nightmares: doomy premonitions of incarceration, alienation and death.
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Jenasis Greer, from Shirin Neshat's Land of Dreams series, 2019 (Photo: courtesy the artist, and Goodman Gallery, London)
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Many of the black and white portraits
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have been inscribed with dream
readings taken from an old Persian
text, its calligraphy interspersed with
mystical creatures. Today, we may

Replay

think of Freud, but the desire to
interpret dreams is an ancient one,
shared across cultures. The twist in
the fantasy world of Land of Dreams
is that these nocturnal visions are
collected by a colony of exiled

Iranians occupying a secret compound inside a mountain in the New Mexican desert.
A feature-length movie expanding the project is planned to start shooting later this
year. So, why make a ﬁlm for the cinema when contemporary art attracts such a huge
audience?
“I think there’s a part of me that doesn’t just want to make commodities – as soon as
you show a work in a gallery, it’s for sale – a movie is for sale, but not in that way,” says
Neshat. “I make money from the art world and put it in the ﬁlm. There’s an integrity in
that.”
Cinema can carry her work to territories in which the art world has little foothold, and
audiences for whom the underlying messages will be particularly powerful. “Maybe
the ﬁlm won’t ﬁnd a huge audience,” she says, smiling, those underlined eyes
sparkling but determined.
“I think it’s important to make ﬁlms that aren’t like other ﬁlms. It’s a process: you need
to do things even if you don’t know it will be successful. You need to experiment.”
Shirin Neshat: Land of Dreams is at the Goodman Gallery, London. The gallery is
currently closed
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