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Graffiti has always been seen as art for the masses, treating the walls of a city as its 
canvas, vibrantly displaying political sentiment and social commentary in bold and unique 
styles.  

A public wall in Iran reflects the country’s state of affairs. Source: Majestic 
Disorder magazine 
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Graffiti’s popularity comes from its ability to mobilize people in a spirit of solidarity and to 
push against the status quo. Charles Tripp summed it up nicely in a chapter on Art and 
Power, when he said that “the everyday can be transformed into something strange and 
disconcerting, jolting people’s acceptance of the world ‘the way it is’ and possibly causing 
them to see it, and the power relations that are interwoven in and sustained by it, in a new 
and different light.1”  

Often bordering on civil disobedience through its engagement with public property and 
political activity, graffiti has been made illegal in many places, typically allowed if and when 
sanctioned by the state. Nonetheless, graffiti persists. Painted over one day only to turn up 
at another part of the city the next, graffiti has grown to be the art of choice for those 
wishing to enact change and inspire reflection on the state of both society and the world at 
large. 

   

 

 

 

In the Middle East, graffiti spread like wildfire across the region as revolutions, conflict and 
social upheavals shaped an increasingly political public. Nowhere has this been seen more 

                                                                 
1 Tripp, Charles. “The Power and the People: Paths of Resistance in the Middle East,” Cambridge University 
Press, 2013. 

Art on a street wall in Tehran reads ‘painting is not a crime’ in Persian. Source: 
The Post Internazionale 
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acutely than in Iran, where graffiti has a long and complex history, and exists as a visual 
testimonial of the changes undergone by the country.2 

“The base and root of graffiti and street art in Iran is absolutely political,” former Iranian 
street artist Ghalamdar, said in an interview. “Walls are powerful medias.”  

On the eve of the 1979 revolution that ushered in the era of the Islamic Republic, Iranian 
public space turned into a space of public exchange, where ideas and sentiments that 
supported the revolution were communicated visually. Protests against the Shah’s rule 
were depicted in street art murals. Graffiti was the artistic expression of people’s thoughts 
and feelings on the system that was to be overthrown. It is said that anti-Shah graffiti is 
considered one of the first experiences of Iranians in socio-political protests.3 

Where much of the Iranian masses were illiterate, graffiti played a significant role during the 
revolution because it acted as a visual vernacular that expressed public opinion. 
Revolutionary slogans that served to rally the public were visually represented in the streets 
using markers, paint and aerosols. Common images included open handprints and 
clenched fists as well as murals of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini and other revolutionary 
figures. Graffiti was the visual, urban language in which people challenged power and 
spoke of the revolution.  

 

 

 

 
                                                                 
2 Ciovica, Monica. “Art as a catalyst: Taking back the streets of Tehran,” Citiesintransition.eu, October 2016. 
https://citiesintransition.eu/cityreport/art-as-a-catalyst-iranian-graffiti-artists-transforming-public-space 
3 Ciovica, Monica. “Art as a catalyst: Taking back the streets of Tehran,” Citiesintransition.eu, October 2016.  
https://citiesintransition.eu/cityreport/art-as-a-catalyst-iranian-graffiti-artists-transforming-public-space 
 
 

Graffiti Wall with Ayatollah Khomeini and ‘Ali Shariati, 1981. Source: Middle 
Eastern Posters Collection, University of Chicago Library  

http://majesticdisorder.com/journal-exporting-iranian-street-art/
https://citiesintransition.eu/cityreport/art-as-a-catalyst-iranian-graffiti-artists-transforming-public-space
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Public walls in Iran pulse with energy. Acting as mediums of expression for political and 
religious dissent, the graffiti they openly exhibit reflects the complex web of local sentiment 
that arose in Iran in response to developments at home and abroad, and how fleeting these 
were on the heels of social change. The graffiti above depicts anti-Shah, anti-American, 
anti-Russian and anti-Israeli sentiment. The smears of white paint, symbolizing the 
authorities’ attempt to wipe out dissenting ideas, show how graffiti has made city walls a 
site of competition between the state and resistance artists.  

Although the revolution was the breeding ground for the first wave of public resistance in 
Iran, the Islamic regime brought with its rule a state-sponsored, monolithic approach to 
urban art. The new government erased visual traces of the past regime and infused the 
streets with narratives that touted their ideals.  

Replacing bottom-up graffiti, commissioned street murals were heavy with patriotism, 
propaganda and Shia Islamic iconography. In the period of war between Iran and Iraq, 
street art depicted Iraq as the enemy invader. Under the new regime, an urban 
beautification program was also put in place, enveloping cityscapes with traditional Iranian 
art and patriotic images that gave urban life in Iran an anti-imperialist veneer.   

 

 

Today, graffiti in Iran battles various fronts, from strict government censorship to pulls from 
a rich multitude of activist influences such as the Green Movement and other movements 
that fight for women’s empowerment and social justice. This has opened up avenues for 
independent artists to work legally and get recognition, yet art that is seen as a threat to the 
regime continues to be erased.  

Nevertheless, graffiti has no sign of retreating from the scene. With growing popularity of 
street culture among youth and graffiti’s messages cutting across geographical boundaries, 
the art is proving itself as a unifying force that is here to stay. Across the region, more 
young street artists have been promoting the themes they want to see spread around the 
region, such as peace and friendship. Graffiti’s appeal further lies in its ability to welcome 
all segments of society as an authentic voice of the people, amplifying the situations of 
those marginalized or silenced by the powers that be.      

Calligraffiti by Iranian artist Ghalamdar. Source: Majestic Disorder 
magazine 
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Black Hand, dubbed Iran’s Banksy, painted a mural 
in response to the law banning women from 

attending football matches.  Image: 
Citiesintransition.eu 

Artwork by Iranian graffiti duo Icy and Sot advocates 
for peace. Source: Pinterest 

“I chose street art because I want to guard against the galleries’ monopoly. Our intellectual and 
artistic society is underestimating and ignoring ordinary people’s power.  I prefer my work to be 
seen in public by the very same people who are not taken seriously enough. I feel that the walls in 
my city are the canvas for my paintings. The city is the biggest gallery with the biggest audience.”- 
Black Hand 
 
 

http://citiesintransition.eu/
http://www.theguardian.com/world/iran-blog/2014/aug/06/iran-banksy-street-graffiti-tehran-black-hand-interview
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Still from the documentary “Mutiny of Colours” which follows five street  
artists in Iran. Source: Huffington Post 

 


