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Abstract

For contemporary artists, history is not a fixed archive or a linear narrative of events,
but rather a text open to reinterpretation. Iranian contemporary artists often refer to history
in their work, particularly the Qajar period, which marks Iran’s initial confrontation with
modernity and the fragmentation of traditional identities. In this study, artists who reframe
Qajar themes and motifs within a contemporary context are termed “Neo-Qajarists.”
These artists critically manipulate and reconstruct Qajar symbols through a bricolage
approach, exposing the internal and external tensions of the Qajar era and, more broadly,
Iranys encounter with modernity. This process generates tense and unstable spaces that,
following Michel Foucault’s concept, may be classified as heterotopias. Heterotopias
are spaces of crisis, dislocation, and inversion that disrupt the continuity and norms of
conventional spaces. They often embody temporal disjunctions, combining elements
from different historical moments to reflect the instability and fluidity of modern identity.
The article explores how heterotopic characteristics manifest in Neo-Qajar art. It asks
how contemporary Iranian artists engage with Qajar symbols and collective memories
to rethink the narrative of Iran’s modernization. First, Foucault’s notion of heterotopia
is outlined. Then, through an interpretive-analytical methodology, the study examines
selected contemporary artworks. Findings reveal that Neo-Qajar artists create heterotopic
spaces through spatial and temporal ruptures, dialectical relations with the past, the
juxtaposition of contradictions, metaphorical constructions, critical manipulation of
symbols, and interpretive fluidity. By recombining and reinterpreting historical elements,
these artists articulate a critical irony that reflects the disjointed and fragmented character
of contemporary Iranian identity.

Keywords: Neo-Qajarist art, contemporary Iranian art, heterotopia, contemporary
painting
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