
VENUS

Tina Teufel

Translated from the German by Elise Hovdkinn

The word Venus immediately awakens a certain set of associations and images for people who were 

brought up in western cultures. It has become part of our collective memory and consciousness. Venus is 

the personification of love, enticement and beauty; of eroticism, passions of youth, and of course the 

accompanying lust. In the Roman Pantheon she is the Goddess of Love and Beauty; the Mother of 

Aeneas. She compares to the Greek Goddess Aphrodite, but also the Babylonian Ischtar or Astarte. Of 

course the Egyption Isis, but also Edda and Freya from the Germanic culture have commonalities, but they 

also have distinct differences depending on the varying religious approaches. As the mother of Aeneas, 

Venus is considered by some as the first ancestress to the Roman Empire. As such, she was especially 

admired by Caesar himself. She is the embodied ideal of female (physical) existence - often from a male 

perspective-, but considered uncomfortable or even dangerous by her (female) competition and the 

guardians of moral conduct and order.1 

The image of Venus is vested in her physical beauty, her sensual and lustful prowess which she uses to 

seduce the people to participate in sexual activities. Our image of the Goddess Venus comes mainly from 

the sculptures by the greek Sculptor Praxitekes from 400 BC. After the surrender of Greece and 

plundering that followed, his sculptures found their way into Roman temples and villas and were 

repeatedly copied. It was under Caesar that she was given the name Venus Genetrix (“Mother of 

Humanity”) and as a result of that received a moral makeover, which included being decently clothed. The 

Venus images from which Shirin Kavin draws inspiration for her 10-piece Photo series also belong to the 

repertoire of our collective cultural heritage; the austrian Venus of Willendorf (7/c. 27.500 B.C., 

Naturhistorisches Museum, Vienna, Austria), the two-headed Venus from the Grimaldi Collection (8/c. 

20.000 B.C.,Musée d'Archéologie Nationale, Saint Germain en Laye, France), the greek marble sculpture 

Venus of Milo (3/ End of 2nd Century B.C., Musee du Louvre, Paris, France) and the foam-born Venus in 

Sandro Boticelli’s painting The Birth of Venus (4/ c. 1485/86, Galleria degli Uffizi, Florenz, Italy). Although 

these female depictions have been titled Venus, only two of them are verifiably allowed to carry this title 

in a religious or rather neoplatonical sense. Often the word Venus is an emblem for the contemporary 

representation of the beauty ideals and even behaviours of women. Especially the Venus figures of the 

Gravettians from the Upper Paleolithic era, used as a template for two of Shirin Kavin’s photographs 

(7/8), clearly depicts fertility symbols. The artist thus combines various traditional representations with a 

vast treasure chest of symbols and allegories; this applies not just to Venus, but to all of womanhood and 

her role in the cycle of life in general.2

 The most obvious is the juxtaposition of positive and negative, light and dark as the 10 photographs have 

been divided into two parts. Five photos are based on the colour white and the other five on the colour 

black. With this comparison the artist is referencing the interaction between life and death, of the exterior 

and interior being of these women. Especially the archetypal picture of women touches upon the intuitive 

essence of womanhood, on the unconcious and otherworldly versus the material world; the palpable and 



material present. The two-faced Venus (8) is another example of this juxtaposition. A young and old 

woman placed next to each other, this duo has been interpreted as a union of female and male principles, 

but also as that of beauty vs beast. C.G.Jung implies that every person has a female and male side, and 

with this piece Shirin Kavin is appealing to both archetypes of a woman; Anima and Animus. The cycle of 

life is represented by the three life phases- childhood, adulthood and old age (3/4). The child is a boy and 

also represents the son of Venus, Aeneas, and as such represents the inherently male quality also in her. 

The foam-born Venus, holding the child in her arms and mirroring the Venus-Pudica-gesture3 of Botticelli’s 

Venus, is in the third phase of life. Her eyes are accentuated with black and white circles which allows her 

gaze access to the next world of divinity and eternity. The black and white circles emphasize the 

symbolism of experience and wisdom, often associated with old age. In the two photos in the middle of 

the series, one white and one black, the female being is reduced to the fleshy vulva.4 Within the series 

they are connected by a subtitle; mortis et vita (death and life) (5/6). They function as a type of portal 

between two worlds. Displaying the female genitalia has a long history of misrepresentation and enticing 

fascination. Men felt threatened in their manliness by it and in certain mythologies it was said to have life 

saving powers.5 In the 12th Century in the UK, Ireland, France and the Iberian Peninsula there started to 

appear images of naked women on churches and the graves and homes of women, displaying engorged 

and enhanced genitalia.6 The most famous of these are Sheela-na-gig7 and Morgan la Fay8. Unlike these 

pieces, Shirin Kavin displays the female genital organ on its own, removed from the rest of the body. In 

the following photograph, the artist’s interpretation depicts a pregnant Venus v.Willendorf. Originally 

created in a time of deprivation, the voluminous Venus symbolized fertility and beauty in contrast, thus 

exchanging these for a more imminent ideal. This is an unequivocal statement as to what the vulva and 

vagina are really meant for; reproduction. The ultimate divestment of the physical state is shown in the 

next piece where two faces, stripped down to the minimum, are depicted (2/9). Void of humanity, even 

soulless, they are merely obedient servants; ora et labora (pray and work) as the title expresses. These 

exist as a type of bracket which again underline the immanent cyclical aspect. The artist has placed two 

pieces of meat opposite each other in the black half of the series, seemingly engaging in a dialogue with 

themselves.

Shirin Kavin’s work is rich with pictographic symbolism from both the Antique and Christian epochs, but 

also continuously refers to the geometry of the seven liberal arts, numerology and mysticism. As already 

mentioned, the series consists of ten pieces, five black and five white. The number ten stands for change, 

transformation and independence. A decade is considered a closed system within time, a cycle in and of 

itself. Number five corresponds to Venus in numerology9. She equates the paradigm of creation. 

Geometric shapes begin and end the cycle. In conclusion stands the unification of form and humanity with 

a reference to three as a special number; The Holy Trinity, known throughout numerous cultures, and 

revisiting the idea of the three stages of the life cycle.

Shirin Kavin has subtly alluded to alchemic and mystical teachings in her work, delving into arcane 

scientific theories. The back of the young woman (3) is draped with a print carrying the sign of the so 

called sacred geometry; the Fruit of Life. It contains thirteen circles and is part of the Flower of Life, 

considered to be the prototype of creation. In alchemy Venus is assigned to the metal copper (1/10) 

contained in a perfect sphere. The road to completion leads over the silver of the moon, reflected in the 



colouring of the hands of the old woman with which she covers but also indicates her lap (4), towards the 

Gold of the Sun (2/5). 

The phenomenon Venus has left a vast and delicately branched vestige of traces in our art and cultural 

history, only some of which I have touched upon in this short essay. With her photographic series, Shirin 

Kavin contributes to this in a finely subtle, sensitive and artistically reflective manner. She masterfully 

unites a cycle- origin, purpose, transience, even in the divine and godlike,- which we as humans within 

creation must submit to.
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