
 

Aphrodite Navab: Art and Service 

My art and service have been shaped by the road of my personal 

life which has taken a number of unpredictable turns. The Islamic 

revolution of 1978-9 forced me to leave my childhood, my relatives 

and friends in Iran. After living as a refugee first in Greece and 

then the United States, struggling to find some coherence, some 

place for myself, I studied drawing and printmaking at the Dalton 

School in New York City. There, I became head of the Human 

Rights committee. I continued studying drawing and printmaking 

in the Visual and Environmental Studies program at Harvard 

College where I discovered black and white photography. There, I 

founded the first Harvard Persian Society. Through art and 

activism, I was able to explore and express, what was lost and what 

was gained from my life’s translations. 

In 2004, I completed an Ed.D doctorate in Art Education at 

Columbia University. I received my BA magna cum laude in Visual 

and Environmental Studies from Harvard College in 1993. My doctoral dissertation, “Unsaying Life 

Stories: A Comparative Analysis of the Autobiographical Art of Four Iranians,” was the first study 

specifically focused on the work of artists of the Iranian diaspora. A chapter from it was published in 

the Journal of Aesthetic Education, University of Illinois Press, Volume 41/2 (2007). The dissertation 

is published in its entirety as De-Orientalizing Iran: The Art of Sevruguin, Neshat, Navab, and Ghazel. Lampert 

Academic Publishing (2011). 

It is in the process of my art that I dislocate and relocate my place between Iran and the United States. 

Each installation provides a material reference for me after having left my first relatives, friends, home, 

language and culture. Each work places a foundation stone into a new home in diaspora that I am 

building away from home, but always in critical dialogue with the memory of that first home. Through 

my art and activism, I mine my Iranian, Greek, and American heritage, calling forth its competing 

histories, myths, and politics and tracing its impact on my personal identity. 

My art has been featured in over one hundred and seventy exhibitions and is included in a number of 

permanent collections, including: The Addison Gallery of American Art; Crystal Bridges Museum of 

American Art; the Lowe Art Museum; the Harn Museum of Fine Arts; Casoria Contemporary Art 

Museum, Naples, Italy. I had a solo museum installation, Landmines of Memory, at the Addison 

Gallery of American Art (2021). I had a solo multimedia installation, The Anahita Scrolls, at A.I.R. 

Gallery in New York (2022). My art was exhibited at Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art in the 

traveling group museum show: Men of Steel, Women of Wonder (2019). 

In November 2022, I was invited by For Freedoms and Vital Voices to create a site-specific installation 

as part of the group exhibition, EYES ON IRAN at Four Freedoms Park, NYC (Nov 2022-Jan 2023). 



I was inspired by Forough Farrokhzad‘s (b. Iran, 1934-1967) poem, TO MY SISTER: “Rise up and 

uproot the roots of oppression. Give comfort to your bleeding heart. For the sake of your freedom, 

strive to change the law, rise up.” 

In my installation at EYES ON IRAN, “Uproot the Roots, Rise up: Woman/Zan/ زن ” the protest 

bandanas hung at eye-level around the trunks of the trees lining both sides of the lawn at Four 

Freedoms Park, are tied like ribbons around sacred trees. Many religions have a variation of this ritual 

in world history. The Zoroastrian religion of Ancient Iran has a particular ritual which is still practiced 

today by Iranians around the world, on the longest night of the year, the Winter Solstice. On this night, 

Shab-e-Yalda, meaning Night of Birth in Farsi, Iranian girls tie colorful ribbons to trees, making wishes. 

As an Iranian-born, NYC-based artist and activist protesting in solidarity with Iranian women, my one 

wish is for women to live life in freedom. The bandanas are the colors of the Iranian flag: green, white, 

and red. However, they do not have symbols of either theocracy or monarchy at their center, but 

instead, have one word in Farsi: زن /woman. The trees stand together wearing headbands in protest 

with the wish that from the deepest sorrow—woman, life, and freedom shall grow. My art installations 

are invitations for collective imagination and action. 

My first name, Aphrodite symbolizes love/AGAPW, and my first memories are of unconditional love 

in my native city Isfahan, Iran from my Greek mother, Katina Armenakis, my Iranian father, Dr. Ali 

Navab, and my three siblings, Alexander, Pericles, and Demetra. We went into exile after the Islamic 

revolution, never to return to Iran as a family. I am forever indebted to my parents. Both their hands 

and their feet I kiss. Their sacrifices for my freedom, safety, and education from Iran, to Greece and 

the United States, rustle among all my works of art and service. It is in their intense belief in education 

as a strategy for survival and growth, which is at the core of my art and service. 

My siblings, Alexander, Pericles, and Demetra traveled with me since birth, sharing the pain and beauty 

of our family’s dislocations and relocations. Our love and loyalty run deep into our earliest childhood 

memories. They are my first and oldest co-conspirators against loss of identity. Alex’s sudden passing 

in 2019 was all the more devastating, for he was leader of our sibling team. His own life’s motto, 

however, has become our mantra still leading us: “Rely on faith, value family, cultivate long-term 

friendships, embrace change, and give back to those in need.” With my head bowed and hand on my 

heart, I kneel with eternal love and gratitude to my beloved brother Alexander. 

I cherish my children Shahrzad Katerina and Bijan Maximilian; it is they who give my art the relevance 

and urgency that it does. May they continue to rely on faith, value family, cultivate, friendships, embrace 

change and give back to those in need. It is they who continue the gift that keeps on giving— love and 

gratitude. 


