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Le Caftan, Le Turban continues artist Negar Ahkami’s long-standing 
exploration of Orientalism and the ways that artistic traditions — especially 
those from Iran —  have been absorbed, fetishized and appropriated into the 
Western art canon and pop-culture at-large. In this new body of work Ahkami 
focuses her gaze on European actresses and models including Catherine 
Deneuve, Sophia Loren, Talitha Getty and Kate Moss who were all depicted 
wearing caftans and/or turbans in film and photographs from the 1960s  
until the present day. These images, which Ahkami consumed as lover 
of fashion and pop culture, point to the larger cultural phenomenon of 
Orientalism. It is within the discord that these seductive images of gorgeous 
white women wearing (and “owning”) clothing associated with the Middle  
East cause that the paintings in Le Caftan, Le Turban exist. 
 
Ahkami makes those tensions visible through her paint application, choice 
of imagery, pattern, texture and color. She places her white female subjects 
within technicolor vortexes of pattern so overwhelming that they practically 
threaten to consume them, a form of sensory overload that Ahkami traces 
back to the visceral experience of seeing the dizzying tilework inside an Iranian 
mosque. Nestled within her fields of ornamentation are well-known visual 
motifs from Western art history whose origins can be traced back to present-
day Iran and Iraq. These include the “Magi” or Three Kings, priests of an 
ancient Persian religion who stare, mouths agape, while proffering their gifts 
of frankincense, gold and myrrh upon French actress Catherine Deneuve in  
Le Caftan (Deneuve Odalisque) and Le Caftan (After Deneuve). Flitting 
amongst the embellishments in Arrabiata Arrabesque, a painting based  

on an image of actress Sophia Loren in her role as a saucy Arab temptress 
from the 1966 film “Arabesque”, are palmette and rosette motifs, both of 
which can be found in ancient Greek and Italian Deruta pottery and can be 
traced back to ancient Iraqi and Iranian decorative arts. In their reverential 
tone, the white women in Ahkami’s paintings are elevated to the status of 
religious icons, yet Ahkami’s crude, thick paint application and decorative 
embellishments border on the vulgar in their over-the-top quality, implying 
distrust and irreverence.
 
Sitting on the wall adjacent to these white icons of fashion and film are a 
series of miniature self-portraits in the style of Henri Matisse. In the piece, 
Moi, Lorette // Concombres Courgettes, painted on the Styrofoam trays 
used to sell Persian cucumbers and zucchini, the artist casts herself as 
Matisse’s Southern Italian muse Lorette, merging Matisse’s portraits with 
her own face. Somber, taciturn and smaller in scale than the paintings of 
her glamorous white women, Ahkami adopts Matisse’s stylistic approach 
and palette in a kinship with both the artist himself and his muse, who he 
would dress in “exotic” attire to emphasize her bold, dark features. Ahkami’s  
self-portraits are an acknowledgment of the Orientalist gaze in the Western 
art that inspires her, while also exploring her own feelings of being otherized 
as a woman and an artist.
 
—Amanda Jirón Murphy

Opposite: The Turban (Sophia), 2021
Gesso and acrylic on canvas, 9 in. diameter. Photo by Stephanie Lane.



Le Caftan (Deneuve Odalisque), 2019-2021
Gesso, acrylic and glitter on panel

36 x 66 x 3 in.
Photo by Luke Walter



Le Caftan (After Deneuve), 2020-2021
Gesso, acrylic, epoxy clay resin and glitter on panel
60 x 48 x 3 in. 
Photo by Luke Walter

The Turban, 2021
Gesso, acrylic and glitter on canvas

48 in. diameter
Photo by Luke Walter



The Caftan (Poppies), 2021
Gesso and acrylic on panel 
15 x 22 in.
Photo by Luke Walter 

The Caftan (Talitha), 2019-2021 
Gesso, acrylic, glitter, epoxy clay resin, sequins on panel 

60 x 36 x 3 in.
Photo by Luke Walter 



Arrabbiata Arabesque, 2021
Gesso, acrylic and glitter on panel,
40 x 30 x 2 in.
Photo by Luke Walter

The Caftan (It Girl), 2021
Gesso, acrylic and glitter on panel

22 x 15 in.
Photo by Luke Walter

The Caftan (Kate), 2021
Acrylic and glitter on canvas
18 x 14 in.
Photo by Luke Walter



 Moi, Lorette // Concombres, Courgettes, 2020
Acrylic, Gesso, Charcoal, Graphite, Glitter on Styrofoam packaging 
of Persian cucumbers and baby zucchini on wood display shelf
11 x 79 in.  
Photo by Luke Walter



NEGAR AHKAMI (b. 1971, Baltimore, MD) holds a BA from Columbia University 
and an MFA from School of Visual Arts. She is an alumnae of Skowhegan School 
of Painting and Sculpture and Lower Manhattan Cultural Council’s Workspace 
Residency. Ahkami has exhibited at The Crystal Bridges Museum of American 
Art, The North Carolina Museum of Art, The Walters Art Museum, Rutgers 

University, The Bronx Museum of Art, Leila Heller Gallery and Rossi and Rossi 
Gallery (Hong Kong). Her work is in the collections of The New Britain Museum 
of American Art, Depaul University Art Museum, Wellington Management 
Company, the Mohammad Afkhami Collection, and the Farjam Collection.
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Our programs are made possible through the generous support of the The Morris 
and Gwendolyn Cafritz Foundation; Arlington County through the Arlington Cultural 
Affairs division of Arlington Economic Development and the Arlington Commission for 
the Arts; the Virginia Commission for the Arts/National Endowment for the Arts; the 
Community Foundation for Northern Virginia; the Washington Forrest Foundation; and 
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ABOUT ARLINGTON ARTS CENTER
Arlington Arts Center (AAC) is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit contemporary visual arts center 
dedicated to enriching community life by connecting the public with contemporary 
art and artists through exhibitions, educational programs, and artist residencies.

AAC was established in 1974 and has been housed since 1976 in an historic building 
in Virginia Square. Our facility includes nine exhibition galleries, a large lawn 
suitable for public art, working studios for twelve artists, and two classrooms. At 
17,000 square feet, AAC is one of the largest non-federal venues for contemporary 
art in the Washington, DC metropolitan area.

EXHIBITIONS
Through quarterly exhibitions, AAC serves as a launching pad for emerging artists, 
provides established artists with the opportunity to experiment, and offers the public a 
snapshot of the region’s most compelling contemporary art.

AAC’s exhibitions, lectures, workshops, and panel discussions offer opportunities for 
dialogue, and ultimately serve to illustrate the value of contemporary art—specifically, 
what it is and why it matters in our daily lives.

EDUCATION
AAC offers a stimulating schedule of art classes year-round for novice and seasoned 
artists of all ages, from toddlers to adults. Taught by experienced professional artists, 
AAC’s classes are small and scheduled around the school and work day. Tuition is  
affordable and AAC’s art students have access to the excellent contemporary art in our 
galleries to help stimulate and inspire their own efforts. 

RESIDENT ARTISTS PROGRAM
AAC’s resident artist program provides subsidized studio space in a supportive 
environment that encourages interaction, dialogue, and exploration. Residents 
become part of a creative community that enables them to exchange ideas, engage in 
meaningful conversation, and expand their practice. 
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