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Unseen Shahnameh
Works by Dr. Mohsen Keiany



Rostam and Esfandiar, oil on canvas, 102 x 73 cm 

Esfandiar was a legendary Iranian hero.  He was the Crown Prince and a divine 
warrior of ancient Persia, however, he was manipulated by his father to fight 
Rostam.  He was killed by Rostam in a tragic battle. 



The Past is Present
by Zarmeené Shah

“[T]o pass in spirit – with the rapidity and intensity of dreams – through what has 
been, in order to experience the present as a waking world…”

- Walter Benjamin, ‘The Arcades Project”

In ‘The Arcades Project’ and then again, in his later work ‘On the Concept of 
History’, Walter Benjamin speaks of a new mode of dialectical thinking 
(when writing about history), one which is able to navigate through the past 
in a way that brings it apropos into the present. The historian must then not 
attempt to enter the past, but to ‘allow the past to enter his life’. Past events 
and objects must then become fluid to the historian, not fixed but instead 
malleable, because “dialectical thinking throws them about, revolutionizes 
them, turns them upside down.”  In the case of Iranian-born Mohsen Keiany 
and his new body of work, Unseen Shahnameh, it is this mode of thinking, a 
fluid movement between past and present, where both are allowed to pass 
through the artist and inform each other at the same time, that history is 
turned on its head, old myths are deconstructed and new ones are born.

The Shahnameh (also Shahnama or ‘Book of Kings’) is a poem composed in the 
epic form by the Iranian poet Mansur ben Hasan (later known as Ferdowsi/-
Firdausi), completed in about 1010 CE. Taking 30 years to complete and 
consisting of nearly 60,000 couplets, the Shahnameh chronicles the myths 
and histories of the Persian Empire from primeval times to the Arab 
conquest of Persia in the 7th century.  Divided into three successive stages – 
the mythical, the heroic and the historical – and written in the classical 
Persian language, the Shahnameh is hailed not only as a literary masterpiece 
but also definitive of the national and cultural identity of the Greater Iran 
region (modern day Iran, Afghanistan and Tajikistan). Building linkages 
with the conquest of the Sassanid Empire and the end of Zoroastrian influ-
ence on Persia, this dark and monumental work is filled with tales of good 
and evil, heroes and villains, love, war and tragedy. Unsurprisingly, this has 
made it the ideal basis of illumination and illustration by countless artists 
through history, beginning with the painters of the Ottoman courts in the 
early 15th century and continuing through to the present, albeit mostly in 
the form of miniature painting. To bring such a towering epic, laden with 
thousands of years of history and translation into a contemporary present, 
is at best an extremely challenging task. 

 Walter Benjamin, ‘The Arcades Project’, translated by Howard Eiland and 
Kevin McLaughlin, Harvard University Press, March 2002. (Note: the 
‘Passagenwerk’ or ‘Arcades Project’ was an unfinished text/project by Walter 
Benjamin, written between 1927 and 1940 and posthumously edited and 
published.) 
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The Death of Rostam, oil on canvas, 141 x 100 cm 

Ferdowsi did not pay much attention to the death of Rostam in Shahnameh as in 
mythology the death of a hero is not as important as his fighting skills and lifestyle.  
Rostam was killed by  Shoghad, his jealous step-brother in connivance with the King 
of Kabul. 



Rostam and Sohrab, oil on canvas, 102 x 73 cm 

Tahmina gives birth to a boy from Rostam who was named Sohrab. His strength 
becomes widely known and the King sends him to war.  Unbeknownst to Sohrab, the 
war is against Rostam. Sohrab and Rostam meet on the battle field unknown to each 
other. Rostam is amazed by Sohrab's strength. They fight, but Sohrab is nervous 
and uncertain. He doesn't want to fight and Rostam immediately mortally wounds 
Sohrab. As Sohrab dies he describes how he has been looking for his father and 
shows Rostam the bracelet that Rostam gifted to Tahmina. Rostam thus realises 
that Sohrab is his own son. Sohrab dies and Rostam is overwhelmed with grief - 
"turn my shining days to darkest night".





Keiany first began to explore the idea of the Shahnameh as subject of enquiry 
a couple of years ago, when on a visit to Karachi it came up in a conversation 
with Abid Merchant and an Afghan carpet seller who they were visiting. 
Asked by Merchant to do a commission (initially), Keiany began to think of 
how to take on this monumental subject, so personally and culturally 
relevant to his own history and identity, and to bring it into the modern era 
in a way that broke from its existing forms of illustration and instead 
brought it fluidly into the present. Having spent many years visiting Karachi 
on a regular basis (Keiany first came to Pakistan in 2002, conducting 
research in Balochistan for his PhD in Architecture and has returned to the 
country almost every year subsequently), Keiany began to imagine the 
heroes and the tales of the Shahnameh if they were to exist in the current 
time. Particularly relevant was the city of Karachi, to where Merchant invit-
ed him on an artist’s residency, run by the Sanat Initiative, in late 2015 – 
Unseen Shahnameh has been produced in this 6-week period. The idea of 
recycling became key, not only in connection with the city but also conceptu-
ally in the context of the grand epic and its ‘reuse’, and perhaps revalida-
tion, through the times.

Made up of a body of oil paintings, reliefs and three-dimensional works, it is 
perhaps the sculptures that are the biggest leap for Keiany, who has previ-
ously worked mainly in painting, adopting a style reflective of Persian 
Safavid miniature painting, as well as the realism portrayed in the 
Kehvakhanas or coffee houses in Iran. Where this has perhaps not been aban-
doned entirely, its movement forward, driven and fed by the process of 
construction of the sculptural works, brings to it a certain sense of futurism, 
and an aesthetic found in some sci-fi works of the 21st century. Assembled 
entirely from scrap metal parts acquired from local ‘junk’ shops, the heroic 
characters within the Shahnameh are suddenly brought into the present, 
taking the form of life-sized (and sometimes larger) constructs, carefully 
fabricated through waste metal parts, each one thoughtfully and deliberate-
ly fused together under the vigilant direction of Keiany. It is this that lends 
to them their raw and emotive, often almost comical and absurd quality.

In an age where the outsourcing of work has become more and more 
common (with the concept/thought/logos holding supreme precedence), 
and the production quality of artworks has become slicker and slicker, it is 
the rawness of Keiany’s assemblages that is both of great significance, as 
well as greatly charming.  Cogs, spokes, metal chains, hubcaps, rusted metal 
plates, springs and rotor blades are welded together in an intuitive process 
that is neither preconceived nor previously recorded. While the act of weld-
ing is not performed by Kieany himself, it is his immediate response to the 
material at hand through which the figures arise, each piece coming togeth-
er in the moment to form the busts and bodies of warriors, heroes and myth-
ical birds of the Shahnameh. There is no previous drawing or diagram of 
construction to follow; instead, it is the past as it is allowed to pass through 



Kaveh - The Blacksmith, oil on canvas, 100 x 73 cm 

He is a mythical figure in the Iranian mythology who leads a popular uprising 
against a ruthless foreign ruler, Zahhak.



the artist, ‘to enter his life’ and come rushing into his present through which 
the form manifests, bringing with it also the intangible understanding and 
presence of the character itself.

Rostam, the supreme hero and warrior of the Shahnameh epic, towers larger 
than life, armored and holding a spear in one hand, both intimidating in his 
exaggerated scale and yet somehow bizarrely absurd in his construction, 
while the bust of Prince Esfandiar seems almost comically dejected, his 
beard of hanging chains sloping to the side, bringing with it, in an instant, 
the length of his tragic tale, simply with the tilt of his peculiar, despondent 
head. While the medium (scrap metal and salvaged parts), in embodying the 
historical narrative of the Shahnameh also simultaneously brings with it the 
very relevant and contemporary dialogues of institutionalism, globalism 
and consumerism, waste and war, there is something else here: time and 
memory. The figures seem to have already crossed through a long passage of 
time, rusted, deconstructed and constructed anew, bearing with them histo-
ry and a strange sense of ‘fullness’, perhaps of their own and of collective 
memories.

 

A similar sense of the past and the present exists in the two-dimensional 
works. While carrying with it a distinctive understanding of the flattened 
perspective and stylized forms of classical Persian miniature painting, while 
depicting (mostly war) scenes from the Shahnameh, they are at the same time of 
the present, with their minimum palettes and densely populated with mechani-
cally constructed bodies, simultaneously bringing to mind contemporary 
graphic novels as well as some formal traces of Cubism and Italian Futurism. 
Keiany’s Shahnameh are indeed unseen, because they are not a mere illustra-
tion of the epic, they in turn subvert the past into the present and bring into  
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An illustrated and illuminated leaf from a 
manuscript of Ferdowsi's Shahnameh: 
“Esfandiar Kills the Dragon”, Persia, Safavid, 
16th century



The Persian Warriors, oil on canvas, 146 x 100 cm 

Shahnameh is full of the names of hundreds of epic heroes and warriors with 
unforgettable moments of national triumph and failure, human courage and 
cruelty, blissful love and bitter grief. 



Saam and his Wife, oil on canvas, 102 x 70 cm

Saam, father of Zal and grandfather of Rostam is a mythical hero of ancient 
Persia, and an important character in the Shahnameh epic.
 



question the very ideas of history, memory, culture and of the epic itself. 
Language is also brought into question here: the calligraphic text that one 
sees within the paintings is true to the form of the thing it represents; yet it 
represents nothing. In mimicking the fluid form of the words and translat-
ing directly the sense of speech or narrative, no sentence is actually formu-
lated and no meaning is given. The language remains impenetrable, while 
simultaneously opening up a myriad of dialogues through what it signifies, 
becoming as a symbol for the idea of language itself, rather than remaining 
bound within the confines of a specific language, and thereby a singular 
culture. While maintaining its links with a distinctive past and culture, 
Keiany’s work is also able to address much larger concerns, larger 
constructs, which make it part of a much larger dialogue.

Mohsen Keiany’s work then, in essence, takes on the mode of poststructur-
alist deconstruction, in that it is able to challenge and explore the tensions 
and contradictions between assumed hierarchies and structures, particu-
larly in the context of history, culture, time, memory and language. By 
changing the lens through which we approach the past, he is able to subvert 
preconceived histories and old myths, throwing open the possibilities for 
new understandings, and new modes of thinking, questioning and conceiving.     

Zarmeené Shah disussing “Unseen Shahnameh” with Mohsen Keiany
and Abid Merchant in Sanat Gallery



Rostam, scrap metal, 228 x 78 x 81 cm

Rostam, son of Zal and Rudaba is the most famous and the epic hero of the Persian 
epic Shahnameh.
 





Interview with Mohsen Keiany  

by Abid Merchant

AM: Mohsen, you remember the first time we met.

MK: Back in 2010, I was in Karachi for my first solo exhibition in Pakistan 
and I recall it was the day I arrived and you were the first person to view my 
paintings and though the paintings were rolled in a tube and I thought it 
wouldn’t be a good idea to show them to anyone without them being 
stretched or framed but I showed them to you and you picked two of them 
for your collection – Neda and Colour of the Earth.  In fact you were the first 
buyer of my art in Pakistan.  I remember you asked me why the title Neda 
and I told you its named after my daughter.

AM: 2010 was the first time you exhibited your art in Pakistan but you’ve 
been visiting Pakistan since long.

MK: I first came to Pakistan in 2002.  At that time I was starting my PhD in 
UK and I was thinking of doing something completely new and was particu-
larly interested in Balochistan.  I had gone to Iran but it was very much 
modernized, nothing left of traditional architecture and then I visited 
Pakistan and I found it so amazing, although I don’t have very good memo-
ries from my first trip to Pakistan.

AM: Would you like to share something from your first visit to Pakistan in 
2002.   Something about the experience you had in Balochistan in that trip.

MK: It wasn’t a pleasant experience as I was kidnapped but I have gotten 
over it and I don’t want to think about it.  I have since visited Balochistan on 
numerous occasions and carried out research over there and completed my 
PhD from UK.  I have also written a book titled “Balochistan – Architecture, Craft 

and Religious Symbolism” published by the Oxford University Press.  So the bad 
memories have turned into good ones.  I’d prefer to talk more on my art 
rather than my kidnapping from 2002.

AM: You’ve been visiting Pakistan for research since 2002, however, you 
didn’t intend to exhibit your works here then, however, in the past 5 years 
you’ve exhibited your works in different galleries in different cities of 
Pakistan.   Why did you choose to exhibit here.  



Simorgh’s Chick, scrap metal, 52 x 20 x 63 cm 



Manizhe, oil on canvas, 60 x 60 cm 

There are lots of love stories in Shahnameh. Bizhan, the son of a famous knight from one kingdom falls in love with 
Manizhe, the daughter of an enemy king from a rival kingdom, and war ensues. When the king exiles the lovers to the 
wilderness and throws Bizhan down a well, Manizhe secretly follows to bring him food and recite words of endearment. 



Rostam meets Tahmina, oil on canvas, 60 x 60 cm

Rakhsh is caught by the horsemen while Rostam is asleep.  Rostam goes to the King of Samangan for help.  Tahmina, 
the King's daughter has heard about Rostam and has fallen in love with him. She comes into his room while he sleeps 
and he wakes to see her beauty, "as elegant as a cypress tree...".  They fall in love and marry.
 



Esfandiar, scrap metal, 72 x 90 x 38 cm

Esfandiar sets out in haste passing through a difficult and dangerous path with seven different battles which would be 
known later as seven labours of Esfandiar.  He was the true legendary character in Shahnameh, but he was sadly killed 
by Rostam in an unwanted battle. Before dying, Esfandiar tells Rostam not to blame himself, it was the false promise 
of his father and the arrow of Simorgh that killed him. 

 



MK: Before I used to exhibit in different countries, in UK alone I’ve had over 
30 exhibitions but I never thought there would be any art market in 
Pakistan judging from the Pakistanis living in UK and my visits to Baloch-
istan for research.  Pakistan seemed a very religious country to me that 
wouldn’t allow exhibiting art.  On one of  my visits to Balochistan, I met 
Akram Dost Baloch and he told me that he is an artist and he exhibits here 
in Pakistan.  That is when I asked him about the galleries here.  Being 
unfamiliar with Karachi at that time, I thought Islamabad being the capital 
of Pakistan would also be the center of the art, so I specifically asked him 
about the galleries in Islamabad.  He mentioned about Khaas Art Gallery.  On 
one of my trips to Azad Kashmir as part of my research, I went to Khaas Art 
Gallery in Islamabad and showed them images of my works and they happi-
ly accepted to exhibit my art.  Khaas Art Gallery then introduced me to two 
other galleries in Karachi and Lahore and I contacted them and they offered 
me to exhibit.

AM: I believe, all your previous exhibitions in Karachi, Lahore and Islam-
abad have been major successes and you’ve received lots of appreciation 
from art enthusiasts and art collectors.  

Abid Merchant interviewing Mohsen Keiany for the catalogue of “Unseen Shahanameh”.
In the background Keiany’s painting “The Tragedy of Rostam & Sohrab” can be seen.



MK: Iran and Pakistan share of lot of common culture and I was aware of the 
historic and artistic cultural link between Indian subcontinent including 
Pakistan and Iran from 500 years back, however, I was unsure if my work 
would get a good response here in Pakistan.  It was 2010 when I first exhibit-
ed my works here in Pakistan and I was very happy to see an overwhelming 
response.  I also had the opportunity to meet some serious art collectors like 
Hameed Haroon who not only acquired a few works of mine but also asked 
me to do a series on the life of Mansur Al-Hallaj, the Persian mystic, revolu-
tionary writer and teacher of Sufism.  I planned my next show in Pakistan 
for 2011-2012 as I now was confident about the seriousness of art in 
Pakistan.

AM: On each of your trips to Pakistan, we continued to meet and discuss 
about your art amongst other things.  I hope you remember the visit to the 
carpet shop in Saddar, Karachi.

MK: On each of my trips to Pakistan, I took back with me a piece of carpet 
either Balochi or Pashtun but in 2012 we went together to buy a carpet and the 
shopkeeper who originally hailed from Afghanistan seemed to know a lot 
about the Persian literature.  I remember it was there for the first time we 
discussed about Shahnameh and you suddenly asked me why don’t you do a 
painting of Rostam & Sohrab for you.  It was then when I realised that I’ve 
never done any paintings on Shahnameh.  I always thought Shahnameh is very 
popular not only in Iran but also in Afghanistan, Tajikistan, Russia, India, 
Turkey and so many other countries and has been illustrated so many times 
and also so many movies have been made about the stories from the 
Shahnameh and that there doesn’t exist any place to do a painting about it.  
But you asked me to do a piece about Rostam & Sohrab which put me in a big 
challenge to produce something which being new with my own personal 
touch as I didn’t want to reproduce anything that had been done before.

AM: So it was really a challenge to do something with which you’ve grown with.

MK: Yes, it was a big challenge. While I knew about some stories of 
Shahnameh and also knew that it is considered as the Persian rebirth certifi-
cate as Ferdowsi spent 30 years of his life researching, collecting and rewrit-
ing all the Persian history and myth after the invasion of the Arabs at the 
advent of Islam.  I never had the chance to read Shahnameh from beginning 
to end but I had to reconnect with it and start reading it from Page 1.  This 
was the first challenge for me to read the complete Shahnameh and build a 
kind of a mental connection with it.  To do Rostam & Sohrab for you, I had to 
listen to stories of Rostam & Sohrab while I was doing the painting for more 
than five times.   



Rostam and Demon King Arzhang , oil on canvas, 96 x 63 cm 

Rostam comes upon a demon encampment in his sixth heroic trial.  Rostam 
and Rakhsh kill the Demon King Arzhang making the other demons run for 
their life.



Simorgh, scrap metal, 82 x 128 x 40 cm

Simorgh is an Iranian benevolent mythical flying creature. According to the Shahnameh, Zal, the son of Saam, was born albino. When 
Saam saw his albino son, he assumed that the child was the spawn of devils, and abandoned the infant on the mountain Alborz.  The 
child's cries were heard by the tender-hearted Simorgh, who lived atop this peak, and she retrieved the child and raised him as her own. 
Zal was taught much wisdom from the loving Simorgh, who has all knowledge, but the time came when he grew into a man and yearned 
to rejoin the world of men.
 





AM: And you decided to paint the climax scene of Rostam & Sohrab. 

MK: For me the story of Rostam & Sohrab is not only the climax of Shahnameh 
but also the moment that Rostam realizes that he has killed his own son is 
the climax of any tragedy of its kind.  Therefore, I decided to visualize that 
moment in my painting that I was doing for you – The Tragedy of Rostam & 

Sohrab. 

AM: Talking to you now, I feel that The Tragedy of Rostam & Sohrab was the 
starting point of your proposal to Sanat to do a residency programme 
followed by an exhibition of works on Shahnameh.

MK: After reading the entire Shahnameh a couple of times, I had a strong 
feeling to do an entire body of work on this subject.  Therefore, I proposed 
Unseen Shahnameh.  My biggest challenge started 18 months ago when you 
agreed to my proposal for an artist-in-residence programme to produce a 
new chapter of the Shahnameh which has never been seen.  By connecting to 
the Shahnameh, I was thinking who would be the new heroes in our time, 
what would happen if Rostam appears in our time.  For me, the time of Rostam 
has gone.  The nuclear weapons and the latest machinery are our new 
Rostam and the legends for any country, therefore, I decided to search for 
Rostam and the other legends of Shahnameh in scrapyards by collecting bits 
and pieces of scrap metals to represent different parts of the heroes from 
Shahnameh. 

AM: Why scrap metal and why not new metal.

MK: There are two reasons as to why I decided to use scrap metal.  Firstly, 
any technology expires after a lapse of a certain period of time, thus the 
latest of weapons and machines become scrap after some time.  So the new 
Rostam of any country will be discarded after a new technology is founded.   
Secondly, though I feel its not good to mention here, but still, I would like to 
say that whenever I reach Pakistan, the first thing that comes to my mind is 
to pray to God to make Pakistan cleaner.  So this show could carry a little 
message about rethinking about scrap as a waste and turning it into a piece 
of art by giving it a second life.

AM: How was your experience during the past 6 weeks as an artist-in-resi-
dence at Sanat Residency.  Would you like to share something about your 
trips to the scrapyards and markets selling scrap and junk.
   

.



Warrior, scrap metal, 33 x 15 x 16 cm

 



Rostam and Rakhsh, mixed media, 141 x 100 cm

No one but Rostam ever rides Rakhsh, and Rakhsh recognizes no one but 
Rostam as his master.  Also, he is the only horse ever that Rostam could ride, 
since his great strength and weight would kill other horses.

 





The Fifth Heroic Trial of Rostam, oil on canvas, 90 x 131 cm

While Rostam sleeps, Rakhsh wanders into a field and starts eating the crops. The farmer becomes violent. Rostam fights the farmer 
and pulls off his ears. The farmer gets the hero Ulad to represent him. Ulad arrives with a whole army. Rostam destroys the whole army 
single-handedly. Ulad is so impressed with Rostam and he offers to be his guide and protector.
 





MK: I have been to Pakistan many times and have always stayed at hotels or 
at houses located in posh areas.  This is the first time, I had the chance to 
live in a real Karachi, I had to go to markets in far-flung areas and live and 
work with the common man.  I had to go to scrap shops to search and collect 
pieces of scrap and felt the same as a poor man going to collect them from 
the streets in the middle of a rubbish pile.  I felt I became one of them.  In this 
particular trip, I had to live on my own in an empty apartment, wash my 
own clothes with my own hands without the use of any technology.  This 
whole experience took me back to my childhood when I used to live in 
Shiraz, Iran.  As an artist, this helped me to connect with what I had forgot-
ten or lost.  I feel the artists become more creative when they live on their 
own and disconnect themselves from the modern technology.  I had to 
contain myself to the limitation of the material and produce art with what-
ever was available.  

AM: I notice that this trip of yours to Karachi, the residency at Sanat and 
the Unseen Shahnameh has changed your painting style.

MK: My works from spirituality of Maulana Rumi turned to the romantic life 
of Hafez and now to Ferdowsi but not as a usual Shahnameh but the unseen 
one.  I left my colourful palette to almost monochrome as my new body of 
work developed during the last 18 months since I proposed the Unseen 
Shahnameh.  Now my new legend Rostam has to be found in the middle of scrap 
metal gear and in bits and pieces even in my paintings.  I consider this body 
of work as the new Mohsen Keiany.  

AM: So you are happy with your new experimental body of work. 

MK: I am more than pleased with the new works, the paintings or sculptures 
or the mixed media reliefs, the techniques of all these may vary but the 
concept is the same.  I feel it led me to a new future in my art. 

AM: Thank you Mohsen, it was a pleasure talking to you and wish you the 
very best for Unseen Shahnameh.

MK: I should say thank you to you and Sanat for giving me the chance to 
rediscover myself.  

   
  
 
 



Afrasiab, scrap metal, 77 x 90 x 27 cm

According to Shahnameh, Afrasiab was the mythical King and hero of Turan, the enemy of Iran, in its legendry history.  In 
Iranian tradition, Afrasiab, by far was considered as the most prominent of mythical Turanian kings, and a challenging 
warrior and a skilful general; an agent of Ahriman, he is endowed with magical powers and deception to destroy the 
Iranian race.  He had a big mouth to talk, to shout and to swear. 



The Symbol of a Hero, scrap metal, 35 x 33 x 14 cm



Mohsen Keiany’s Unseen Shahnameh

By Amir Butt

Mohsen Keiany is a British artist of Iranian origin who already has eight 
solo shows in Pakistan under his belt.  His shows were very largely attended 
and his art works based on Sufi themes showing dancing, singing and duff 
playing dervishes holding goblets of wine in ecstatic trance, surrounded by 
horses, rams and birds swirling in circles are very popular.  Art enthusiasts 
and buyers could not resist buying and appreciating them.  They were 
mainly inspired by Safavid miniatures and Kehvakhana realism of Qajar, Iran. 
In spite of all the success, this time he came up with a totally new theme 
based on the tenth century epic Shahnameh, also transliterated as Shahnama 
("The Book of Kings"), a long epic poem written by the Persian poet Ferdowsi 
between c. 977 and 1010 CE and is the national epic of Greater Iran. Consist-
ing of some 60,000 verses, Shahnameh is the world's longest epic poetry 
written by a single poet. It tells mainly the mythical and to some extent the 
historical past of the Persian Empire from the creation of the world until the 
Islamic conquest of Persia in the 7th century. Today Iran, Azerbaijan, 
Afghanistan and the greater region influenced by the Persian culture (such 
as Georgia, Armenia, Turkey and Dagestan) celebrate this national epic.  
The work is of central importance in Persian culture, regarded as a literary 
masterpiece, and definitive of ethno-national cultural identity of 
modern-day Iran, Afghanistan and Tajikistan.  It is also important to the 
contemporary adherents of Zoroastrianism, in that it traces the historical 
links between the beginnings of the religion with the death of the last 
Sassanid ruler of Persia during the Muslim conquest and an end to the 
Zoroastrian influence in Iran.

Mohsen is imagining if the great heroes of the epic like Rostam, Sohrab, 
Afrasiab etc. would come to life how will they react to see the decline of the 
great Persian Empire and that golden period to the decadence of the current 
era and how would they morph into the age of Cyborgs, Sci-Fi, hi-tech space 
age of rockets, satellites, super sonic planes, automatic weapons, lasers. The 
world which has shrunk into a global village due to revolution in communi-
cations and connectivity.  Now with nukes, chemical, germ warfare and 
industrialized killings on a mass scale is the rage.  It’s so different from one 
to one combat with swords and shields of the period of knights.  Now you 
need to kill millions to win the war.  So the epic heroes have to reinvent 
themselves to become relevant to current times.
  



His current oeuvre consists of paintings, sculptures and reliefs created out 
of scrap metal. Life size Rostam, Afrasiab, Simorgh etc. look like characters out 
of Hollywood animated Sci-Fi.  There was a time a few decades back 
Shahnameh was a dominant narrative of not only the people of Persia but of 
the Middle East, South Asia and Central Asia, they could go on and on 
reading and reciting the stories of Shahnameh which spins like wheels within 
wheels and has so many interesting characters of Persian kings and heroes 
from the beginning of times till Ferdowsi’s period.  It is full of drama, palace 
intrigues, conspiracies, suspense, thrills, ironies, patriotism, heroism, war 
and love.  Mohsen says people don’t have time now so they have only heard 
the epic in bits and pieces and hence the concept of creating the whole sculp-
tures from bits and pieces of scrap metal. 

Mohsen has visited Pakistan several times over a period of fourteen years 
and has travelled extensively especially to the remote far-flung areas of 
Balochistan when he was researching for his eponymous book on the subject 
as well as for his art exhibitions. He is deeply connected to the culture, histo-
ry, art and traditions of our country in particular and the entire region in 
general, which has so many common threads in its weave.  Persian language 
and culture has dominated South Asia for centuries as Mughals and other 
rulers came from that part of the world.  This time he has come with the ambi-
tion of an alchemist turning base metal into gold by creating immortal and 
invaluable art out of scrap and rejected metal and springing back to life the 
famous characters of Shahnameh.

His current paintings are in monochrome and are inspired by the theme of his 
sculptures depicting protagonist Rostam and his famous stallion Rakhsh and 
other characters made out of scrap materials screwed and welded together.     

Amir Butt discussing “Unseen Shahnameh” with Mohsen Keiany in Sanat Gallery



Rakhsh from the Future, mixed media, 121 x 100 cm

In Shahnameh, Rakhsh, is described as a mighty colt with the chest and shoulders of a lion and it 
appears to have the strength of an elephant.  He is highly intelligent and his loyalty is legendary.

 



The Lost Battle, oil on canvas, 153 x 153 cm

The main theme of Persian mythology was the battle between good and evil.  Rostam was the most famous epic hero 
of Persia and no one dared to fight him.  He never lost any battle, however, he was lost and forgotten during the time 
and in the era of machinism, the basis of the modern capitalist factory.  In fact we have all lost the fight against  
machinism as we are a part of it now.





Artist’s Statement 
After reading the entire Shahnameh a couple of times, I 
had a strong feeling to do an entire body of work on this 
subject.  Therefore, I proposed Unseen Shahnameh.  By 
connecting to the Shahnameh, I was thinking who would 
be the new heroes in our time.  For me, sadly, the time 
of heroes such as Rostam has faded away.  The nuclear 
weapons and the latest machinery are our new Rostam 
and the legends for any country, therefore, I decided to 
search for Rostam and the other legends of Shahnameh in 
scrapyards by collecting bits and pieces of scrap metals 
to represent different parts of the heroes from 
Shahnameh.

There are two reasons as to why I decided to use scrap 
metal.  Firstly, any technology expires after a lapse of a 
certain period of time, thus the latest of weapons and 
machines become scrap soon.  So the new Rostam of any 
country will be discarded after the invention of a new 
technology.   Secondly, though I feel its not good to 
mention here, but still, I would like to say that whenev-
er I reach Pakistan, the first thing that comes to my 
mind is to pray to God to make Pakistan cleaner.  So 
this residency followed by the exhibition titled Unseen 
Shahnameh could carry a little message about rethink-
ing about scrap as a waste and turning it into a piece of 
art by giving it a second life.    

   
  
 
 

 

As an artist I have been a part of several artist-in-resi-
dency programmes in different counties and I learn a 
lot in all of them. I have been visiting Pakistan during 
the past fourteen years for various reasons such as 
research for my book, art exhibitions and visiting 
friends. Most of the time I spend my time in fantasy 
parts of Pakistan.

So I knew accepting Sanat Residency would be a big 
challenge for me as I have to make my creative journey 
throughout the real Karachi and experience different 
lifestyle down the town. Cultural, language and 
religious barriers could be added to the challenges.  
Soon after my arrival I was so desperate to start my 
work by going to scrap metal shops and collecting the 
metal bits and pieces from different places to be used 
for the sculptures.  I made all my sculptures at the 
same place from where I collected the scrap. Working 
from early morning to the evening for six weeks.
 
I believe by disconnecting from the modernity and 
everyday life in the West, I managed to rediscover 
myself and my level of creative capability during this 
Residency. I lived on my own most of the time, so I had 
enough time for self-contemplation and reconciliation.  
I experimented different available materials in my art.

I feel Sanat Residency changed the direction of my art. 
I managed to create a body of work based on completely 
new techniques. I made the most of my artistic journey 
thanks to Abid Merchant and Aalia Mahboob Elahi as 
well as to Muhammed Zeeshan and R.M. Naeem.   
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2015, Vista Art Gallery, Tehran, Iran, August
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2008, Individual Art Award, Yorkshire Art Council
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2006, Arts Council England, West Midland, (Visual 
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2014 - 15, Visiting Lecturer of Art & Design, Conventry 
University
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2010 -11, Post-doctoral researcher, School of Architec-
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