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A NEW ERA CALLS 
FOR A NEW WAY OF 
SEEING. THESE TEN 
YOUNG ARTISTS 
FROM ALL OVER 
THE GLOBE ARE 
RETHINKING OUR 
NOTIONS OF PAINTING, 
SCULPTURE, VIDEO, 
PERFORMANCE, AND 
WHAT IT MEANS 
TO MAKE ART IN A 
DIFFICULT WORLD.

 

Photography BJARNE x TAKATA 



Sahra MOTALEBI

Before moving to Manhattan in 1999, Sahra Motalebi 
studied singing, painting, art history, and architec-
ture at Sarah Lawrence College. Seeking an art form 
that incorporated all of her various interests, Motalebi 
emerged as an early figure in the blurring of bound-
aries between performance, music, technology, and 
visual art. At first, no one quite knew what to make of 
her. “I studied classical music pretty seriously,” says the 
38-year-old native of Birmingham, Alabama. “But I 
wasn’t well-behaved enough to pursue a career in the 
classical music world. Nor did I want to. What led me 
to interdisciplinary thinking was a wish to create an 
experience engaging all of the senses.”

Motalebi’s latest project, Directory of Portrayals 

(from Rendering What Remains), is an “open-form” 
opera that is written by, directed by, and starring the 
artist. Hinging on multiple, ever-changing versions 
of the same performance—she’s staged three to 
date—the piece’s loose structure allows it to evolve 
over time right alongside the still-unfolding auto-
biographical narrative that inspired it: Motalebi’s 
online relationship with her younger half-sister, a 
conservative Muslim English teacher living in Iran, 
whom she has never actually met. 

For two nights in December, at the Kitchen in 
New York, Motalebi will stage the production’s 
fourth iteration. This time, she is playing her-
self, her half-sister, an interrupting stage direc-

tor, and the opera’s chorus. Through prose, poetry, 
and song, the story explores the two sisters’ daily 
lives and beliefs, and their social media exchanges. 
“Whereas opera has always brought together the 
visual, the architectural, the musical, and the tex-
tual,” says Motalebi, “with this onslaught of virtual 
life, the form can have a new meaning, where you’re 
really forced to step inside of a performance.” —R.S.

SAHRA MOTALEBI IN NEW YORK, OCTOBER 2017. 
STILL FROM SOUNDS FROM UNTITLED SKIES, 2015, 
ONE HOUR; © SAHRA MOTALEBI, COURTESY OF 
THE ARTIST. HAIR: TETSUYA YAMAKATA USING 
KÉRASTASE/ARTLIST. MAKEUP: SEONG HEE 
PARK USING MAC/JULIAN WATSON AGENCY. 
PHOTOGRAPHY ASSISTANT: JOSE ALVARADO. 
SPECIAL THANKS: THE KITCHEN. 
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