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The Desensitized Artist: A New Exhibition by Mohsen Keiany. 
An Introduction.

When he described the coming of a ‘clash of civilizations’, the American 
cultural and political commentator Samuel P. Huntington suggested that 
the so-called ‘Cold War’ between a capitalist West and the Communist 
world would, in the later twentieth century, be replaced by a new 
conflict – one existing between a secular or Judeo-Christian West and 
a resurgent Islamic world. Since the events of 9/11, media attention 
has been so keenly focussed on the rise of conflict with and within the 
Muslim world that Huntington’s predictions seem to have come to pass. 
Recoiling in fear from negative perceptions of globilzation and driven by 
a need to secure notions of national and religious identity, political and 
religious leaders have contributed further to this apparent polarization. 
Yet, despite the undeniable experiences of war, terrorism, violence and 
forced mass migration in the last decade, is our world really such a 
binary place?

One of the most illuminating ways of showing the more complex stories 
of how cultures interact, beyond this simplistic notion of the intercultural 
clash, is to trace the legacy and work of artists who not only treat 
themes of cultural crossing in their work, but embody such experience 
themselves and, crucially, refuse to fall into line with the views associated 
with their respective communities. Mohsen Keiany is such an artist. Born 
in Shiraz, Iran in 1970, Keiany’s biography tells an extraordinary tale, 
reaching from his youth in post-Revolutionary Iran, to his deployment 
as a boy soldier on the battlefields of the Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s, 
his departure to the West, and, finally, to his growing profile as both a 
scholar of Islamic culture and a practising visual artist in his new home: 
the city of Birmingham, UK. That cultural journey has afforded him a rich 
set of perspectives: once a youthful fervent believer in the religious and 
political ideals of Islam, his life since has placed his earlier experiences 
at a greater critical distance. What has resulted over the last decades 
is a body of artistic work, largely oil paintings on canvas, which has both 
celebrated the more peaceful and cosmopolitan aspects of Islamic 
heritage, but now turns to treat in a more provocative mode the way in 
which Keiany sees Islamist doctrine fuelling violent conflict worldwide.

“The Desensitized Artist” is Keiany’s most recent exhibition. It is made up 
of 18 oil on canvas paintings. The pieces are in part autobiographical 
and draw upon the authentic experiences of the artist’s early life, 
representing historic tragic events, though also offering a vision of the 
experiences of victims of violence today. The collection diverges from 
much of Keiany’s earlier work, which explored softer Islamic spirituality, 
aspects of Persian culture, Islamic music and architecture, Sufism, and 
the position of the feminine within Muslim history. “The Desensitized 
Artist” is a more provocative visual narrative which jumps from the 
battlefields of the Iran-Iraq War to recent incidences of violence from 
across the globe, from the Middle East, USA, India, Pakistan, France, 
Turkey, Germany and also to where the artist lives in the UK (the attacks 
in Manchester and Westminster attacks).
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At the core of these works we see the transformation of human beings 
into dehumanised killing machines. We are shown how the directives of 
authoritarian regimes, through propaganda, mass media and religious 
manipulation, effectively convert flesh and blood individuals into 
metallic weapons of destruction. A number of works are particularly 
striking in the collection. ‘Front Line’ portrays bayonet wielding soldiers, 
indistinguishable from the metallic grey of their landscape, their heads 
and hearts driven by cogs and machines of war and the only discernible 
colour is the unmistakable red of the blood spilled in the hand-to-hand 
combat of the battlefront. ‘Awaiting’ shows heavily armed unknown 
figures gaze outward at the gallery visitors, whilst explosive materials, 
strapped to a ticking clock, could explode at any time destroying the 
figures depicted and other, faceless victims. With its foreground figure 
channelling terror and conflict, and perhaps reminiscent of Edvard 
Munch’s ‘The Scream’, the work references the suicide bombings and 
improvised bombs that have been commonplace in recent conflicts.

‘Unknown Sisters’ depicts Muslim women, covered by chadris. Through 
the fleeting openings in their covering these women reveal small 
glimpses into their inner lives: like their male counterparts they are 
mechanized and carry with them knives and bombs of violence. The 
apparently bleak, dystopian conclusion to the cycle is represented 
by ‘Soon After’ which envisions a final battlefield in which the guns 
are silent. All that remains is the wreckage of conflict, comprising the 
broken pieces of de-humanized war machines. This is not a graveyard 
in which individuals are remembered, but an impersonal memorial to a 
failed human history, which sends us a warning in the present from an 
imaginary, not-too-distant future.

Keiany’s work does not end with this cycle, however. In fact, it connects 
with my own. My life as a scholar of German literature history and culture 
has also taken me on a journey of sorts. Most recently I have been 
fascinated by how the German poet Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
(1749-1832) used the poems of his collection ‘West-Eastern Divan’ (1819) 
to portray an imaginary encounter between himself and another artist 
from Shiraz and cultural icon of Islam – Hafez Shirazi. Goethe’s work 
inspired, in part, Mohammed Iqbal’s Payam-i-Mashriq                 a century 
later. That dialogue will soon continue in a new project undertaken by 
Keiany and myself, in which we explore the perhaps unexpected cultural 
affinities that existed between Persia and Germany and consider how 
they speak to us as artists and activists today. With Keiany having both 
celebrated Islamic cultural achievements and spirituality and engaged 
critically with extremist violence, this new venture will place themes of 
East-West cultural interaction at the heart of Keiany’s work, and mark yet 
another chapter within his unique and evolving work.

Dr James Hodkinson 
Warwick University, UK
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End of the Mirror

In 105 BC ancient Romans coined the maxim terror cimbricus to 
designate the panic and desperation that resulted while they primed 
for an attack by the fierce Cimbri tribe. The first documented use of 
the terms terrorism and terrorist was in 1795 linking these to La Terreur1   
established by the French government after the First French Republic 
was instituted which consumed revolutionary France. Later, in 1866, its 
use was directed to the anti-government activities referring to Ireland 
and in 1883 it was denoted to Russia. The term Islamic terrorism came 
into use in the late 1970s and the early 1980s when Cold War was at its 
peak and with Soviet Union taking control over Afghanistan. Given its use 
today it leans heavily on Islamophobic sentimentalities on the one hand 
and anti-western policies on the other. 

The inescapable and inexorable influence of media and politics 
contributes to a culture of fear thereby ensuing conflicts and unresolved 
discourses. Mass media has assimilated a strong hold over our 
perceptions of the world today. The Dionysian relationship between 
terrorism and the media is perilously symbiotic serving as a catalytic 
agent which keeps the flame of hatred burning brightly.

Alternative media and the arts, through self-obligation, expand their 
Apollonian role in order to engross the mind, inversely uniting people 
and permeating the sensibilities to the extent of being distinctly human; 
facilitating the viewer to experience an internal and complex dialogue. 

And, it is this compulsion and self-obligation which burdens the Muslim 
artists to serve as reconciling agents, limiting their roles to highlighting 
the pacific and peaceable aspect of Islam and Islamic traditions. Many 
Muslim artists feel a vacuity as they are not left with much room to 
critically engage, through their practice, with their own cultural legacy 
and its influences and politicization today.

Mohsen Keiany’s The Desensitized Artist reflects on the over exposure to 
violence and its media representation which consequently leads to an 
increasing acceptance of interpersonal violence and terrorism thereby 
leaving us insensate.

“As the stars like ludicrous fauns,
Join the grim reapers dionystic glance

We step forward together with the pale withered spring
And join the pipings of their sombre dance”2

The collection comprises twenty five canvases, together with a diptych, 
triptychs and a quadriptych to display a body of eighteen oil paintings 
crafting a powerful, poetic and commanding psychoanalytic discourse 
and a post-structuralist analysis on war and conflict thereby just about 
deeming the title of the exhibition as paradoxical.

Keiany presents The Desensitized Artist with the intention of netting his



Domestic Pegasus, 2017
Oil on canvas, 200 x 253 cm





The Call, 2017
Oil on canvas, 40 x 101 cm





Hokm (Order), 2017
Oil on canvas, 200 x 122 cm



past experiences as a child soldier to reflect upon and analyse the 
present-day upsurge of home grown and international terror attacks 
on the British soil. The paintings also aid in coherently associating the 
complexity of the Iran-Iraq War3  to recent incidences of violence from 
across the globe - from the Middle East, USA, India, Pakistan, France, 
Turkey, Germany and the UK4.

The artist conscientiously avoids being pulled into debates on ideological 
beliefs and aims to focus on the coarse and brutalizing experiences the 
victims of war are forced to familiarize themselves with every day. The 
paintings form a narrative which can be widely acknowledged in a 
global context.

The collection of paintings is unnervingly confrontational diverging from 
Keiany’s earlier works which reconnoitred an indulgent connection 
between war and spirituality.

Keiany’s current body of work strongly comments on the transformation 
of human beings (good) into dehumanised and insurrectionary killing 
machines (evil).  Serving as a modern day representation of the mythical 
winged stallion of Greek and Persian Mythology Domestic Pegasus 
also functions as an allegorical recognition and rejection of ‘good’ as 
positioned in Dante’s Inferno positioned within his epic poem Divine 
Comedy. The Call and Hokm5 hold responsible the authoritarian regimes 
who, through propaganda, mass media and religious manipulation, 
successfully convert flesh and blood of individuals into weapons of 
destruction as most provocatively demonstrated in Front Line, Brothers, 
Unknown Sisters and Womanhood. The forceful Next-door Neighbor 
resonates as a modern day sequel to James Ensor’s The Entry of Christ 
into Brussels (1889) and Marc Chagall’s White Crucifixion (1938).

Mohsen Keiany’s earlier works engaged with the flattened and linear 
perspective of Persian art but in his latest collection the discerning eye 
cannot fail to realize Gauguin’s Post-Impressionistic style of Cloisonnism6   
in consort with rudiments of Analytical Cubism, on the one hand, and 
the strong amalgamation of modern life and advanced technology 
redolent of Italian Futurism on the other. However, the emotional 
neutrality characteristic of traditional Cubism and Futurism is replaced 
with forceful emotional intensity educing calamity. Unlike his previous 
works, architecture and landscape have vanished from the canvases 
and the recurrent figures within the composition are constrained but 
overpoweringly energized and distressingly animated; seemingly ready 
to charge out of the canvas to include the gallery as extension of the 
battlefield. Aptly symbolizing the age we are living in the simulated 
visual language is uniquely inspired from recycled metal scraps the artist 
worked with to create sculptures for Unseen Shahnameh during his six 
week residency7 under the Sanat Initiative (2015-2016).

Rooted in the artistic interventions Keiany’s paintings continue to be 
deeply influenced by his Persian and religious legacy. It is the copious 
decorative symbolism, reflective of the artist’s Persian roots, that 
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expresses the aspirations of poetically chronicling the narrative. He paints 
with the intention of not just enabling an understanding of the human 
condition but also invoking the senses to experience aesthetic pleasure. 
The manifestation of employing cyclical and standardized figurative 
motifs serves as a vehicle of a deep philosophical expression displaying 
the idiosyncratic events of man in his recurrent deportment.  The gradual 
process of finding and establishing an ideal and decorative formula and 
the accomplishing of balance and rhythm corroborate the artist’s close 
ties to the artistic indices of the tradition. 

Mohsen Keiany’s delineated figures have an accurate and resounding 
presence seeped in emotional histrionics without effecting the terms 
of articulate and lucid visual appreciation. The Desensitized Artist 
effectively enunciates an overriding need to depict not only the intrinsic 
character of the subject but to provoke an inaudible emotional frenzy 
as was also beheld in Goya’s Third of May (1814) and Picasso’s Guernica 
(1937) to name a few.  From time immemorial to present, wars remain 
rife and the way ahead of us remains perilous thus continues the role of 
the artist ‘to make the revolution irresistible’8. 

Saira Danish Ahmed
Associate Editor, ArtNow Pakistan 

1 Reign of Terror
2 Estatic Fear - Chapter VII 
3 In 1984 the Iran-Iraq War began  and 14 year old Keiany was recruited. He 
continued to fight in the war till it ended in 1988
4 The artist lives in Birmingham and the attacks in Manchester and Westminster 
created an impact on his visual narrative
5 Order
6 The term coined by critic Edouard Dujardin. Cloisonnism is a style of Post-
Impressionist painting with bold and flat forms separated by dark contours 
7 Third Sanat Residency from December 2015 till January 2016. The residency 
culminated as a solo show Unseen Shahnameh displayed at the Sanat Gallery in 
February 2016 
8 The latter part of the quote by  the American writer, civil-rights activist and 
teacher Toni Cade Bambara (1935-1995)  



Statement 

The Desensitized Artist (The Art of Our Time) 

The position of Muslim communities in Western societies is under the 
spotlight now more than ever. Much Western media coverage tends to 
polarise into negative images of Islam as socially disengaged, inward 
facing and often tending towards political extremism, or, on the other 
hand, positive images of ‘integrated’ Muslims who are comfortably part 
of mainstream culture. Within this field of tension many artists feel their 
role is to emphasize the peaceful aspects of Islamic culture, to serve 
as reconciling agents. This has left a vacuum: against the backdrop of 
Islmaophobia very few Muslim artists feel able to engage critically with 
their own faith and heritage, and most particularly with its politicization 
and manipulation. In this context, internationally renowned artist Dr. 
Mohsen Keiany has produced a new body of artwork, which examines 
how over-exposure to the experience of violence and its media 
representation has left us individually and selectively desensitized.

“The Desensitized Artist” is Dr. Keiany’s most recent exhibition. It is made 
up of 18 oil paintings dealing with war and conflict. The paintings are in 
part autobiographical and draw upon the authentic experiences of the 
artist’s early life to represent historic tragic events, though also offer a 
vision of the experiences of victims of terror today. Diverging from much 
of Dr. Keiany’s earlier work, which explored a softer connection between 
war and spirituality, “The Desensitized Artist” is a more provocative 
collection. The paintings create a visual narrative which jumps from 
battlefields of the Iran-Iraq War (where the artist fought as a fourteen-
year-old child soldier from 1984 - 88) to recent incidences of violence 
from across the globe, from the Middle East, USA, India, Pakistan, 
France, Turkey, Germany and also to where the artist lives in the UK (the 
attacks in Manchester and Westminster attacks). At the core of these 
works we see the transformation of human beings into dehumanised 
killing machines. The works show how the directives of authoritarian 
regimes, through propaganda, mass media and religious manipulation, 
effectively convert flesh and blood individuals into metallic weapons of 
destruction.

Why is this important?

We strongly believe this exhibition will serve the artist’s and the public 
interest. It is surely the artist’s most important task to reflect authentically 
the experiences of his own times. Whilst he has been showing his works 
internationally, this new body of work has been born out of the artist’s 
former career as a child soldier. The works are unique in their treatment 
of these difficult themes within British art, historically and today. 

Socially, the artist has not yet felt able to comment creatively on violent 
current affairs, particularly the wave of home-grown and international 
violent attacks on our mainland.  Without getting dragged into debates 
on Islam and the West, or taking sides in ideological terms, the paintings 
of the “The Desensitized Artist” focus on the common, dehumanising 
experience of ordinary victims of war.



Biography 

Dr. Mohsen Keiany is a highly experienced artist, art teacher and 
lecturer in visual arts with a PhD and post-doctoral in architecture from 
Birmingham City University, which specializes in rural and nomadic 
symbolic arts, crafts and architecture. He has his M.A. and B.A degrees 
in Fine Art (painting). Dr. Keiany is very much inclined towards multi-
culturalism and has always been interested in researching about 
different cultures and traditions, in particular art and architecture. 
Currently he is carrying out a research for BCU under the title of “Hidden 
Symbolism in Muslim Community in Birmingham”. He has taught 
Animation, Painting, Drawing, Illustration and Decorative Art in various 
schools, colleges and universities for more than 17 years. Over the 
years, he built a reputation as an award winning artist by having his 
work showcased at more than 70 national and international venues in 
numerous solo and group exhibitions. 

Dr. Keiany is the recepient of Individual Art Award (Yorkshire Art Council),  
Visual Arts Award (Arts Council England), Coley and Tilley First Prize (Royal 
Birmingham Society of Artists), Individual Art Award (Birmingham Arts 
Council) and Creative Ambition Award (West Midlands Arts).

Dr. Keiany’s artwork is deeply influenced by his background. Historical, 
religious and cultural themes feature strongly, especially the influence 
of spirituality or Sufism (Erfan) in his art. His art contributes not just to the 
aesthetic pleasure that people experience but also enhances their 
understanding of diverse art traditions and the human condition.

 




