In a Glance: Hoda Kashiha and Violence of Beauty
By Leah Triplett

If so much of painting is about the gaze, Hoda Kashiha's work is about the glance. Just as invested in looking,
perception, and image as painters from Modernism onward, Kashiha is nevertheless also engrossed in the
quick glimpse, recognizing the fleeting instant that has a forever impact. Indeed, our individual glances are a
tool of resistance. The beauty that we see in a glance is more potent than the long gaze of political power,
however permanent that it may feel.

Kashiha's exhibition at Dastan Gallery explores the relationship between beauty and power through painting
and the medium'’s correlation with movement, space, and positionality. In a video as well as a sensitively,
precisely installed series of paintings, Kashiha untangles the knotty, intricate, and sometimes violent
correspondence between beauty and power by a subtle exploration of all that we can see, feel, and know at
a glance. Kashiha's brief but intoxicating moment with a butterfly’s shadow at a Tehran pool inspired this
body of work, which suggests the resilience and immutability of the beautiful in the face of domination. With
a glance of pleasure, our gaze is reoriented away from totalitarianism towards individualism.

Certainly, sight is enmeshed in both beauty and power, as well as politics. Born in Tehran in 1986, Kashiha
began drawing as a child. At fifteen, she was a consummate sketcher, drawing evanescent everyday scenes,
such as people grocery shopping or waiting for the bus. In high school, she attended a government cultural
institution to cultivate her skills alongside other artistic teenagers, and during this time, she not only
developed her hand but also her mind. Frequent trips to the theater honed her appreciation for performance
as well as immediacy. A teacher there introduced her to Mohsen Vaziri-Moghaddam'’s 1974 book, Drawing
Method Vol. 1, a text that illuminated the connection between mark-making and art history. With this
appreciation for the potential of both two and three dimensions, Kashiha studied at the University of Tehran,
where she received a BFA in 2009. She then moved to the United States to pursue an MFA in Painting from
Boston University, from which she graduated in 2014. There, she expanded her stylistic range and virtuosity
as a painter, honing in on a mature style and subject matter. Then, as in now, the body is a central focus;
bodies vie with omnipresent but mysterious forces, bodies contort in emotion, and bodies play. Especially for
the Western lens, it's tempting to exoticize Kashiha's emphasis on the body, to assume particular politics or
sensibility given the role of women in Iranian society. However, that would be to twice other Kashiha's work
through her biography alone (as a non-Westerner, as a woman). Deeper, longer looks at her work suggest a
more nuanced political consciousness than that which eludes simple, easy definition. This consciousness is
that of the glance.

Through her juxtaposition of momentary and uncanny instances, Kashiha invigorates our consciousness to
recognize and appreciate what we might mentally discard in a glance. The video Violence of Beauty (2025)
achieves this effect by combining collage techniques with a painter’s sense of color. The 1-minute,
22-second-long Violence of Beauty is installed so that viewers see it when first entering the gallery; its
placement elicits an urge to slow down and experience what is otherwise fleeting. The video is a montage of
moments spliced with a pour of purple paint and a disembodied hand grasping softly, goldish-beige silk
while white pearls rain down. Familiar motifs of Kashiha's—such as lips, a tear or drip, a flower, or a hand-as
well as details of paintings and animations converge and diverge into pixelated, grainy colors or TV-screen



glitches. The video is, in essence, a mélange of individual paintings, Kashiha not only coalescing many of her
disparate painterly styles into one work but also reinforcing the malleability of images as the products of the
relationship between hand, eye, and brain. What is seen might be beautiful, but it withdraws into memory to
be filtered through the structures of time, place, and circumstances.

Inside the gallery, Kashiha has installed a series of paintings that play with fragments and collage, each
demonstrating her adroitness as a painter as well as her meditation on the body and its correspondence to
social and political contexts. These are singular paintings, yet they are installed as a collective or group,
propped on an angle directly on the floor, imbuing the installation with a theatrical quality, as if these are
painted backgrounds. Kashiha has varied the scale and style of these works, placing them in contrast to
each other, so that walking through them feels like traversing a pathway. This emphasizes a sense of space
and placement in a particular place and time, though looking at these paintings, we begin to recognize that
we've seen them before in Violence of Beauty. Among these are a few depicting motifs inspired by life,
including a close-up pair of female lips, open as if in mid-speech with smeared lipstick, against a decorative
floral pattern and a singular, bracelet-clad hand drawing a lip-sticked rouge across a robin’s egg blue mirror,
curtained on the side and reflecting the hand in a dulled likeness. As only a hand is visible in the mirror, not
the entire body, it also demonstrates a subversion, as the drawn red line interrupts an otherwise crystalline
blue surface. Nearby is an all-over painting of darker navy and brighter reds in an abstract pattern of hands
and butterflies, with color, form, and texture stretching to every corner of the canvas. Though the red and
blues dominate, a vivid yellow butterfly is at the painting's center, just as Kashiha's memory of her exchange
with the insect is the core of this work. This painting, which so centers Kashiha's recollection, is juxtaposed
with more general feminized imagery, thus avowing the potential of re-envisioning experience through a
personal, particular glance.

Observing, feeling, recording—this is the process and practice of the glance, an act that seeks to reimagine
what is already built into something new. Though the Violence of Beauty and these paintings have a certain
elegiac feeling, mourning the passage of the beautiful, they are also deeply hopeful of a new vision, a
different destiny than what might be perceptible at first. By painterly accumulation and collaging her glances
of beauty, Kashiha rouses an echo in all of us to take our glances more seriously.

Leah Triplett is Curator of Contemporary Art at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts (PAFA). Her
writing has appeared in ArtAsiaPacific, ArtNet News, Sculpture, Public Art Dialogue, Flash Art, Hyperallergic,
The Brooklyn Rail, C-Magazine, and others.
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