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Lili Golestan is the last of her kind. From a childhood spent amongst 
Iran’s greatest artists to her tireless support for her country’s 
emerging artists, Anna Wallace-Thompson visits her in Tehran and 
discovers how she had a Picasso on her work desk, lived through 
the Islamic Revolution and still keeps the art voice alive.
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It’s spring. It’s raining in Tehran and the smell of the trees seeps in through the 

windows. A 10 year-old Lili Golestan is curled up in an armchair with eyes like 

saucers, a silent observer at one of her father’s many gatherings. Cigarette smoke wafts up towards 

the ceiling; men are caught up in debate, only to be silenced suddenly as somebody breaks into 

impromptu song. It is 1954.

A normal scene, perhaps, except that Lili’s father is the formidable Ebrahim, Golden Lion award-

winning director and writer, and his group of friends reads like a who’s who of the Iranian cultural 

scene. Figures such as Bahman Mohasses (Canvas 6.6), Charles Hossein Zenderoudi (Canvas 5.5), 

Sohrab Sepehri and Abolghasem Saeeidi were all frequent visitors to the family home and until her 

departure for Paris at 16, Golestan “would look, listen and absorb” during raucous debates and joyful 

revelries between artists, poets and writers. Ebrahim has not resided in Tehran since before the Islam-

ic Revolution, and no longer do Mohasses and Sepehri walk through the front door, yet their pres-

ence surrounds us, for the walls are adorned with their artworks. “These famous painters, who were 

Above: Lili Golestan at her 
gallery’s entrance. Photography 
by Sanam Haghighi.
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at the forefront of the Iranian Modern 

art movement, acted mostly like little 

kids,” says Golestan. “They would shout 

and criticise one another, mainly about 

differences in opinion over a piece of 

literature or an artwork. By comparison, 

the poets and writers were more serious and 

less crazy; they would read their latest works to 

each other and I really enjoyed that.” And when 

they weren’t arguing? “They would start acting,” 

she says. “Sepehri had a really bad voice but in-

sisted on singing. Saeeidi played the tar (lute)  

badly. They complained but continued!” 

Her childhood, which she describes as “very 

happy”, gave her insight into the personalities of 

artists. “Mohasses was a difficult man,” she recalls; 

“one had to host him in the best way possible. 

He was straightforward, honest and spoke so 

eloquently.” Sepehri, on the other hand, “was 

very shy and spoke slowly with a low voice. He 

was the one with the most contradictions and 

could be stubborn and talkative.” Zenderoudi 

“I stayed because, simply, this is 
my country. When it all happened 

and I didn’t have any work,  
I felt compelled to  

do something.” 
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too left his mark – “He once returned from Paris 

and it was the time of The Beatles. He had very 

long hair and the police caught him, took him 

to the station and shaved his head. He fell into 

a terrible depression!” During this time, Ebrahim 

Golestan had introduced many of his non-arty 

friends, those with prominent positions in Iran’s 

banks, universities and ministries, instilling in his 

daughter the need to share and promote art.

MANy BEGINNINGS 
The decades between now and then have 

been rich and varied, seeing Lili Golestan  

transform herself from textile designer to trans-

lator (nearly 40 books, including those on Picas-

so, Rothko, van Gogh, Duchamp and Nietzsche), 

wait out the Revolution, open a bookstore and, 

finally, a gallery. She was born in 1944, the only 

daughter of Fakhri and Ebrahim Golestan, and 

older sister to the late great photojournalist 

Kaveh Golestan, tragically killed in 2003 after 

stepping on a landmine while shooting the 

invasion of Iraq for the BBC. In his memory, 

his sister founded the Kaveh Golestan Annual 

Photojournalism Award. Through their inter-

ests and practices, her parents infused a love 

and appreciation of the arts during her child-

hood – her father wrote books and her mother 

made pottery. In 1960 she left Iran for L’Ecoles 

des Unions Centrales des Arts Décoratifs in Paris, 

studying dress and textile design. She also at-

tended classes at the Sorbonne, intrigued by 

art history and French literature. She returned to 

Iran four years later and joined the Moghaddam 

Textile Factory, before moving to Iranian Na-

tional Television, where she worked as a cos-

tume designer before heading the Children’s TV  

Programme department. 

In 1969 Golestan successfully translated leg-

endary Italian journalist Oriana Fallaci’s book, La 

Vie, La Guerre et Puis Rien from French into Farsi 

and went on to pursue translation as a full-time 

career, which she continues to this day. She also 

spent three years cataloguing the acquisitions of 

the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art along-

side dealer Tony Shafrazi and architect Kamran 

Diba – a period which opened her eyes to some 

of Contemporary art’s biggest treasures. “I would 

have a Picasso on my desk, or a Renoir,” she ex-

claims, “I loved the De Kooning and adore the 

Magritte sculpture that still stands in the mu-

seum’s courtyard.” 

With the onset of the Revolution, however, 

Golestan, now married and a mother of three, 

found herself at a loose end as projects dried up. 

“I stayed because, simply, this is my country,” she 

Facing page: Iraj Zand. 
Untitled. 2001. Brass. 28 x 
10 x 11 cm. Photography 
by Hamid Eskandari. Image 
courtesy Nazar Publication. 

Above: Sohrab Sepehri. 
Untitled. 1970. Oil on canvas. 
120 x 80 cm. 
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Above: Abbas Kiarostami. 
Untitled from the Window 

Face to Life series. 2010. 
Photographic print on canvas.  

231 x 154 cm. 

says firmly. “When it all happened and I didn’t 

have any work, I felt compelled to do some-

thing.” Her background as a translator and close 

ties with authors led her to open her bookstore, 

named Iran, to which she devoted five years 

before dedicating the space to art. In 1988,  

Golestan Gallery officially opened with an ex-

hibition of works by Sepehri, who had by then 

sadly succumbed to leukaemia. “We had many 

of his works in our private collection, but I 

thought, why not share them with everyone?” 

she explains. Just as her father brought Iran’s 

intellectuals together, so too has his daughter 

carried the artistic torch and Golestan’s guest 

list means that the gallery has been a meeting 

point for artists, intellectuals, writers, filmmak-

ers and collectors for over two decades.

FROM THE GROUND UP
In its small nook on Shahid Kamasai Avenue, it is 

an unassuming space that stands out against the 

high, grey stone wall that surrounds Golestan’s 

sprawling garden thanks to its deep green door 

and shutters. yet do not let appearances be 

deceptive, for Golestan Gallery has propelled 

the careers of some of Contemporary Iranian 

art’s biggest stars, including Parastou Forouhar, 

Shadi Ghadirian (Canvas 3.1), Golnaz Fathi (Can-

vas 5.1), Samira Alikhanzadeh, the Darehbaghi 

brothers, Shohre Mehran and Rokni Haerizadeh  

(Canvas 5.6). 

In the culturally quiet years post-Revolution, 

Golestan’s unique decision to rotate weekly 

shows meant that the gallery churned out ex-

hibition after exhibition, creating a social hub, 
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a veritable melting pot. She has also dedicated 

herself to seeking out and supporting emerging 

artists.“ This is my motivation, my mission,” she ex-

plains; “In the beginning I would actively search 

for young artists, but soon they started to come 

to me.” She gives her artists shows, interviews 

them, translates articles for them and connects 

with publishers. She becomes a friend and stays 

in touch. Every year the gallery presents some 

34 exhibitions, two thirds of which are dedicated 

to emerging talent; it also exhibits jewellery and 

handicrafts, in tandem with the belief that all as-

pects of Iranian culture should be celebrated. 

Golestan herself has a reputation for fiercely 

protecting her artists’ rights and fighting against 

censorship, giving many of today’s Contempo-

rary names their first big break. She recalls a time 

a decade ago when, in the lead-up to an exhibi-

tion of Forouhar’s work, she received an anony-

mous warning, possibly from the government 

ministry, as to the nature of Forouhar’s photo-

graphs. “Her photographs were published in Der 

Spiegel and I was told that Forouhar was ‘OK’, but 

her art was not,” says Golestan. “I was advised to 

cancel the exhibition, but the invitations had 

gone out, Forouhar had flown in from Germany 

and it was the day before the opening. I spent 

“Lili gives artists a chance 
to have a voice in Iran. The 
whole space is more than just 
a gallery, it’s a concept – all 
these different people mingle 
and move through it every 
single week.” - Rokni Haerizadeh
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“I always protest, I go to the ministry to stand 
up for my artists or my books, but it takes a lot 

of energy to always be fighting.”

a good few hours pondering what to do and  

finally, it came to me,” she says. Visitors walked 

into a gallery of empty frames, each correspond-

ing to one of Forouhar’s photographs. “At first 

people were shocked,” says Golestan, “I simply 

observed their reactions and then they started 

to buy to support us, without knowing what 

they were actually buying. We sold 25 empty 

frames. The next day I put the pictures back in 

the frames and sent them out!” 

“She is very open to new ideas and has a 

strong character,” says Haerizadeh of Golestan. 

“Once I asked her to transform the gallery into 

a supermarket for a show of mine; she gave me 

the key, went away for a week and allowed me 

to do whatever I needed with the space.” De-

spite its cramped interior, the gallery also man-

ages to hold its annual 100 Works by 100 Artists 

exhibition, where works by emerging artists 

and Iran’s greats hang alongside each other, 

literally stacked from floor to ceiling. When a 

piece is bought, it is removed and instantly re-

placed with another. “To have my work shown 

on the same wall as that of Mohasses, for ex-

ample, is an amazing opportunity,” continues 

Haerizadeh. “Lili gives artists a chance to have 

a voice in Iran. The whole space is more than 

just a gallery, it’s a concept – all these differ-

ent people mingle and move through it every 

single week. It has always been this little place 

of interaction and artistic stimulation within a 

cramped, censored society. She never asks for 

anything in return. She could have left Iran a 

long time ago, but she didn’t, because promot-
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ing culture within her motherland is important 

to her.” 

In a word, Golestan is synonymous with her 

space. “She’s quite simply, the mother of all of us,” 

adds Haerizadeh’s brother, Ramin (Canvas 5.6). 

The gallery runs like clockwork, independent of 

current political or social climes. Golestan herself 

is as solid as stone. She does not sign anybody 

with the gallery, preferring instead to allow her 

artists their freedom. While she is not interest-

ed in expanding the gallery’s reach internation-

ally, she hopes to build a larger space on her 

property in the near future, but has “dived into 

a big hole of bureaucracy” – Golestan’s home is 

now prime property in the packed metropolis.  

Perhaps it is precisely Golestan’s local focus that 

left the gallery relatively unaffected by the rip-

ples of the recession. “I think the prices before 

the market crash were somewhat exaggerated 

and, in a sense, it’s good that they’ve come 

down and are stable now,” she muses. 

THE LONG FIGHT
With a reputation as a bit of a lioness, Golestan is 

known to make other gallerists and artists nerv-

ous, confidently working to introduce her artists 

to possible collectors and patrons. But she also 

has a softer side. “I am not a quiet woman,” she 

says defiantly. “I always protest, I go to the min-

istry to stand up for my artists or my books, but 

it takes a lot of energy to always be fighting.” Her 

face softens. “Every time I’ve had a confronta-

tion, it drains me. When I’m there, I’m strong, but 

when I leave, when I finally sit down in my car, I 

cry. I’m tired,” she says simply. It is understand-

able that Golestan would be fatigued, given the 

many changes in her homeland. 

The name, Golestan, literally meaning ‘gar-

den of roses’, like the great Qajar palace of the 

same name, has a reputation that precedes it. 

Golestan smiles, a wisp of black hair on her fore-

head and looks out the window and I follow her 

gaze into the treetops beyond. For two decades 

she has fought for her artists – a long time to be 

battling. “She kept the engine going,” says author 

Nazli Ghassemi. “She kept the art voice alive, she 

didn’t let it die. Imagine this system where they 

said ‘don’t turn any lights on; you have to live in 

the dark’. Imagine her gallery as a light in a dark 

room. She was a bullet that just kept going.” 

For more information visit 
www.golestangallery.com 

Facing page: Samira 
Alikhanzadeh. Untitled. 2007. 
Digital print, acrylic and mirror 
on board. 80 x 120 cm.

Above: Mohammad Ehsai. 
Untitled from the Allah series. 
1999. Mixed media on cardboard. 
70 x 70 cm.   

All images courtesy Golestan 
Gallery unless otherwise specified.


