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title of social anthropologist Azam Torab’s book does not do it justice. Thinking that Performing Islam: Gender and Ritual in Islam would be an ethnographic illustration of ritual that did not stress individuality, I was pleasantly surprised. Instead, Torab demonstrates convincingly how ‘ritual’ or ceremony used by Muslim women living in southern Tehran becomes a polysemic site, in which political protest, the celebration of womanhood, and modernity come into play. The irony of each ritual discussed within the eight chapters is that the male-dominated theocratic state of Iran supports all of them except one. Furthermore, these rituals create other local narratives that work against the state or stereotypes, thus generating possible social change. Methodologically, Torab expands the notions of ritual through the theory of performativity, most notably Judith Butler’s argument that women are not defined by biology but by the actions that they perform. In framing ritual as an activity, Torab shows how gender, the body and morality work together in ways that provide women with opportunities for agency. In addition, by situating gender as performed and not essential, Torab illustrates that the very notions of gender vary from context to context; hence, each different ritual provides a forum to rethink the constructions of womanhood and then remake them. In chapter one, Torab introduces us to an important player throughout the book, Mrs Omid, who regularly runs an all-female religious meeting (jalaseh). The state encourages these meetings; Mrs Omid even reads from a book of proverbs written by the state. Yet Mrs Omid is not the only one who holds these types of meetings. Women choose their own preacher and jalaseh within their local neighbourhoods. In Mrs Omid’s jalaseh, she discourages all discussion of politics, believing that politics and religion should not mix. If one wants to take part in a political religious meeting, one should go to one more politically aligned with the state. The contradiction in Mrs Omid’s admonishments is that she lives in a theocratic democracy, where the mixture of politics and religion is inevitable. Without directly commenting on the state, Mrs Omid communicates her politics (and those of the women who come to her HE
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jalaseh) even if she acts as an agent of the patriarchal government, by reading its texts and promoting Islamic piety. Yet, not only does Mrs Omid’s aversion to politics as political give her the power to make meaningful statements in society but her jalaseh messages allow her to critique social norms within the dictates of Islam. For instance, she tells her congregation that it is permissible for women to withhold sex from their husbands, if their husbands do not perform daily prayers (namaz) or do not perform them correctly. Usually, a religious woman should not deny her husband’s sexual requests unless she is menstruating. In this particular context, Mrs Omid allows women to assert their power and say ‘no’ in a situation in which normally they are expected to behave submissively. The most fascinating and innovative chapter examines ‘The Rites of Masculinity’, in which Torab takes on societal perceptions of blood in Iran. She explains how the blood of male martyrs is perceived in Iranian culture as a regenerative, life-giving force, while the blood of women (particularly menstrual blood) is considered dirty (nagess) and defiling. A common trope in Iranian culture is that tulips emerge from where the martyr’s blood has spilled onto the ground, and Torab is one of the first scholars to examine the sexist nature of this narrative. This trope generally privileges male martyrdom, which is prominent in the contemporary discourses of Shi’a Islam. Mrs Omid, however, denounces the association of martyrdom with male chauvinism and warfare and commemorates the death of Fatimeh (the Prophet’s daughter) in jalaseh meetings, with similar devotional practices accorded to Fatimeh’s son Hossein, one of the most revered martyrs. In addition to Mrs Omid’s efforts to highlight women’s sacrifices, there are passion plays (ta’ziyeh) in Iran that usually recount the martyrdom of Hossein but now also feature and venerate female martyrdom. While Torab’s book makes important contributions to the discourses of anthropology, women’s studies and Iran, some concerns arise for the reader. One concern is the data set, which is taken from 1992 to 1993, the post-IranIraq (198088) war years. Although this time frame is still ‘contemporary Iran’, the social landscape has changed dramatically within the last fifteen years, and the text, perhaps, does not emphasise sufficiently the time-sensitivity of its information. In addition, most of the people in her study live in the lower middle-class neighbourhoods in southern Tehran, with a few wealthier exceptions. By limiting her scope, Torab has developed an excellent case study on the women in a particular part of the city, but a larger picture remains open to exploration*a condition she acknowledges in her introduction. She has opened the door
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....................................................................................................... for scholars to examine rituals in other parts of the country, or the ways in which these practices have changed since the 1990s. A different yet equally compelling text concerning women in Iran is the autobiography by well-known Iranian artist Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian, A Mirror Garden. Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian is most renowned for her glass paintings and mirror mosaics that evoke tenets of Sufi poetry and mysticism, and indigenous Iranian art forms, whose visual attributes appear in her style of narration. The reader may experience as creative and dizzying the text’s reflective, scintillating qualities, with its glorious attention to detail and quick shifts in scene. Within the span of two pages in chapter one, she loses her shoe in a mud puddle, a camel charges after her in a bazaar, and the house cat attacks her ferociously when she attempts to take one of her kittens. She narrates with delight stories of when her grandfather fainted and then locked up Uncle Dervish when he declared that he had become a European; when her mother hid in a fireplace covered with soot after a feigned, melodramatic attempt at an honour killing by her uncle; and when Mossadeq’s daughter passed gas during school detention. Yet, as Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian goes through the stages of life within thirty-seven chapters, the narrative becomes more solid and serious, and the embellished, wild memories of childhood give way to the complexity of adulthood, global ignorance of others towards Iran and the corruption of the Pahlavi regime. What is both thrilling and disheartening about Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian’s text is that it reveals her important contribution to the development of modern Iranian art, despite her exclusion from its master narratives. She helped organise the 1967 milestone exhibition of coffeehouse paintings for the Iran American Society, one of the first major exhibitions of modern Iranian art abroad. She also collaborated with Queen Farah to create the first Contemporary Arts Museum of Iran in Tehran (opened in 1977). Not only does Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian describe her personal contacts with the royal family and other prominent Iranian artists, such as the sculptor Parviz Tanavoli, but also with international artists, such as Andy Warhol, Frank Stella and Joan Mitchell. Now, either she has exaggerated her claims or she has been excluded because of gender or politics. Considering the overwhelming male presence in the history of modern and contemporary Iranian art, such as the dominance of the art group Saqqakhaneh in the 1950s to 1970s, I tend to think the latter. Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian, however, never writes that she has a stake to claim. With much excitement, she revisits her eventful life and now that she has spoken, the history of modern art in Iran must be rewritten to include such a formidable force in its establishment. Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian also sheds light on the art
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worlds of Europe and the United States, focusing on their prevalent colonial mentalities towards artists of colour. At Parsons in New York, instructors flippantly characterised her work and colour scheme as ‘Iranian Artist’ without probing deeper. When she exhibited at the prestigious Venice Biennale and won a gold medal in 1958, the caption over her work was simply ‘Iranian artist’. At socials, artists would exoticise her artworks as unusual and mystical, not pushing their interpretations beyond these shallowly cultural, even racist, assumptions. Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian subtly shows how artists and art historians may take many approaches to understanding white artists’ works but often relegate the artworks of people of colour to cultural readings and/or biography, thus ghettoising their contributions to art history as a whole. (Consider, for example, the many articles on the artist and filmmaker Shirin Neshat that frame her only as an Iranian woman in diaspora, or as a neo-orientalist capitalising on her Middle Eastern identity.) In comparison to other autobiographical and fictional texts available on Iranian women, Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian’s is one of the best. I would even recommend A Mirror Garden before more famous books, such as Reading Lolita in Tehran or Persepolis. Her perspective is, by far, the most nuanced, informative and entertaining. She has lived a long life, born in 1924, so one can see a history of modern Iran unfold in front of this woman’s eyes. She has worked with the Pahlavi regime but also denounced its neglect and paranoia. She celebrates her artistic friendships worldwide but also exposes racist and sexist attitudes in the art world. Sometimes Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian falls into an orientalist trap herself by describing Iran as a menagerie of sensuous colours, sounds and textures while never detailing other countries with such dreamlike fascination. Overall, however, she caters successfully to a multicultural audience, by explaining nuances in Iranian culture and paying tribute to Iran’s artistic traditions. Even one familiar with Iran will learn a great deal about Iranian art from her book.
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