
Mohammad Ghazali was born in 1980 in Tehran. In 2004 he received his BA in photography 
from the Tehran branch of Iran’s Azad University. In the same year, his work titled “Self-portrait” 
garnered the first place prize at the 9th International Photography Biennale of Tehran, an 
outcome which fueled much discussion amongst Iranian photographers. Some considered his 
work to be sculptural while advocates insisted on the limitless boundaries of contemporary 
art photography. Regardless, Ghazali quietly continued his work and has to date held one solo 
and over ten national and international group exhibitions in Tehran. He is from the school of 
photographers who challenge the “what” and “why” of his chosen medium and strive to bring 
closer the photographed image to its criticism and definition of photography.
He is currently studying towards his MFA in photography at Paris’ VIII. 

Mohammadreza Mirzaei: For my first question, I want to know how photography entered your 
life?

Mohammad Ghazali: I think ever since we began taking pictures of our memorable moments 
photography has been with me. And now, whether I have a camera in my hands or I’m just lying 
about doing absolutely nothing, it occupies my mind. My introduction to photography was 
something important. Despite everything around me in my life, photography has been able 
to occupy my mind at all times. I think it has a lot to do with its direct confrontation with the 
subject. It became my constant companion on life’s meandering path to the extent that I do not 
feel the time passing when I am working. 
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Mirzaei: your first series are from around the year 2000. I am interested to know about your 
work experiences and your first photographic projects prior to that.

Ghazali: My introduction to photography was unplanned and accidental. I wanted to study 
industrial design but my score on the entrance exam was not high enough and as a result 
photography became my only hope of a university education.
By the end of the first year I was considering dropping out of university to study for the 
following year’s entrance exam with the hopes of getting accepted for the industrial design 
major. But a course in the third term with Shahriar Tavakoli changed my mind. He showed 
us the works of renowned international photographers. Listening to his brief yet personal 
interpretations of these works, I became completely enthralled by photography. That course and 
others in the following terms with instructors with such great artists such as Farshid Azarang, 
Bahman Jalali and Mehran Mohajer, shed more light on this medium. These specialized classes 
and the presence of such instructors were the reasons behind my final decision to pursue this 
medium as a profession.

Mirzaei: I don’t know if you agree with what I am about to say or not but one of the things that 
distinguishes your generation from others is your taking influence more from your instructors 
and the university atmosphere than the global trends of photography. 

Ghazali: Fortunately the period which covers my years at university was a great one for all of us 
studying at the time. At that time, all the above-mentioned instructors were teaching at Tehran’s 
Azad University. And these photographers, compared to other instructors, were more open to the 
possibilities which this medium could present as a contemporary art form and did not follow it as 
a traditional medium. They practiced and taught a combination of both theoretical and practical 
methods of photography. Most importantly, they were all preoccupied with photography and 
closely followed and participated in both internal and international photography-exhibition 
trends. 
But the point you are making might be truer of someone like me who had come to university 
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to study art straight from high school than of students who had experienced an art college 
prior to entering university. I was forced to see and duplicate until I could reach a personalized 
style and uniqueness. Besides, this kind of instruction exists everywhere and is to some extent 
unavoidable.
Even self-taught photographers use as a learning reference and guide the works of other artists 
and photographers. Everyone has to start somewhere. That place can be from a university, a book 
or the place we live. That is what makes art unique; it does not need an academic degree to be 
practiced.

Mirzaei: Which of your instructors had the most profound effect on you? Your work sometimes 
reminds me of Mehran Mohajer and how there is a connection between your photographs and 
the medium of photography and your efforts at defining or analyzing them via photography 
itself. 

Ghazali: I am glad to hear that you think there is a similarity between my work and that of Mehran 
Mohajer’s. However, there is a similarity between my work and those of all my instructors. I can’t be 
specific but when looking at all my series, I see that in some images traces of influence from all my 
instructors can be detected. Still, I have also tried to maintain all the elements I need in order to make 
my work uniquely mine.
The uncontrollable side of photography is always a new experience for me and I take great pleasure in 
that moment when everything freezes and finds the same level of importance in the frame. I sometimes 
consider all the limitations that photography as a medium has as the strong points in my works.

Mirzaei: The city is an important element in contemporary photography. As an immediate 
example I can point to the Düsseldorf Photographers. But when we look at Iranian photography 
the number of photographers who have photographed Tehran is very few. Furthermore, the 
presence of Tehran in these series is a faint and implicit one. Your latest series has at its center 
the city of Tehran; snapshots of the streets and urban views of Tehran. What was the starting 
point for this series? To what extent are these images related to urban landscape photography 
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and how closely do these images represent your city?

Ghazali: As in most of my series, the starting point of this one was the preceding series. I guess 
you could say that Where the Heads of the Renowned Rest can be considered as the final link in 
the chain of work which I have so far presented. With the first body of work I presented, I was 
working on my photography assignments by wandering through the city and capturing it frame 
by frame. Initially and because of my limited knowledge of photography, I just took the pictures 
and the results were not very pleasing. To be honest I was completely confused. Still I decided 
to select some of these to be presented in an exhibition as a series titled A Forgetful Return. 
My hidden presence in the city and my connection to the people could be felt in the works that 
followed. My wanderings had turned into an inner personal search. Any city as a place inhabited 
with all its signs and elements is worth watching regardless of where it is on this earth.

Mirzaei: Some of this sense of wandering can be seen in your works. Your images seem more 
like passing snapshots from the city which find meaning with the titles you have assigned.

Ghazali: Selecting titles for my series and each frame within them began with Sommer 2004. 
This series was my final project and the main idea behind it was a kind of everyday souvenir 
photography or a creative interpretation of this kind of photography. Its title, to a great 
extent, helped in the understanding and comprehension of the series. After that, in addition 
to the series, the individual frames would also have titles. These titles became a part of my 
photography. As an obvious example, in Where the Heads of the Renowned Rest every image has 
a title which helps in the understanding of each frame and ultimately the series. Aside from the 
fact that the titles seem sarcastic, some also play 
the role of a family tree to better introduce the personalities they describe. The main idea 
behind this series is photographing the city from the point of view of public busts and statues 
placed decoratively throughout the city. The personalities presented are each testament to the 
shining eras in which that personality lived. The confrontation viewers experience when looking 
at the present day city from the point of view of these statues of renowned personalities, places 
them on two real and surreal sides – a confrontation between the past and present.
These images have certain unique characteristics such as their grainy quality, the apparent 
movement of the camera at the time the shot was taken and even the unaltered colors in the 
digital printing process. All these have brought these works closer to an amateur style which has 
been intentional. 

Mirzaei: Taking all this in mind, don’t you think that you consider more important the theoretic 
part of photography and take for granted its practical side? Or is this the result of the unique 
definition that you have of photography as a medium? 

Ghazali: I think everything should be at the service of the sense and atmosphere of the image. 
When an image tries to capture the soul of a scene, it ultimately fails to do so. However, when 
a photograph is taken without any predetermined goals and only attempts to record a single 
fleeting moment, it captures the soul of its time. And capturing an image requires neither 
technique nor guidelines. 

Mirzaei: The other visible characteristics of your works are their uniqueness and attachment 
to you as their photographer. In your work, there are a lot of references to your life. The 
perception someone who does not know you might have from your work compared to that 
of one of your friends will perhaps differ. Do you think the life of every photographer can be 
interesting enough to be the inspiration for a complete series?

Ghazali: The work created by every artist is nothing but his or her thoughts and ideas presented 



using their medium of choice. Social conditions also play an important role in an artist’s creative 
process. The home and family life, war and its psychological effects and the society and all its 
expectations are all reasons behind an artist’s reactions which culminate in his or her work. 
When I began The Red Ribbon series, I sensed that those images recalled an important era in 
Iran’s modern history for both Iranian and non-Iranian viewers. There are three sub-series under 
this title in which two generations of Iranians are placed alongside each other; those who fought 
in the Iran-Iraq war to defend their land depicted in Defenders and Red Ribbon and those who 
experienced that war as children and have now come to take for granted the very ideals that 
were at stake at the time. We always inevitably live in the past. Everyone has their own life story 
and these are what I would like to hear. 

Mirzaei: Now that you are in Paris, what is your opinion of the educational methods of 
photography used in Iran? That is in comparison to what you are currently experiencing.

Ghazali: I don’t need the experience I have now to be able to make comparisons. I always 
thought that there was room for improvement in the system. My experience of studying in Paris 
was new, even compared to what I had experienced in Germany. In Paris’ VIII the emphasis is 
mostly on theory and we have complete freedom in the presentation of the work which I think 
makes for a valuable experience.
Every week, our classes were conducted in a different location in the city and we had a week 
to photograph that location based on our own ideas. Our work was then presented to the class 
to be analyzed and critiqued. In Iran, group activities like this are rare and we avoid the group 
critiques of the works.
At any rate every system has its own pros and cons that will at some point reveal themselves. But 
fortunately as I mentioned earlier, this medium is something that comes from within and does 
not require experiencing an academic education.


