
Who We Are is Where We’ve Been: Choreographies of Migration
An Interview with choreographer and dance artist Sashar Zarif

By Lucy Rupert

Where did the inspiration for Choreographies of Migration come from? 
In 2004, I made one of the most important decisions of my life—to go back to  Iran. As a 
child in Iran I was subjected to torture  and imprisonment, and left as a fugitive, so 
returning after 20 years in exile  was a definite risk. In this DanceWorks presentation, I am 
sharing this journey to reconnect with my past. My past felt like a dream, as if it had 
happened yesterday, like  a conversation with my grandmother, or like  the taste of the  salt 
water thrown at me after being whipped in one of the prisons of Tehran.

How did your grandmother impact your life as an artist?
I was raised by my grandmother until the  age of 10.  My grandmother was my first cultural 
mentor. She emigrated from Azerbaijan to Iran a few years after the  Soviet Socialist 
Revolution.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Azerbaijan_SSR

In her room was an old hand woven carpet which she refused to  get rid of it because it was 
one of the only things that she brought with her from the Soviet Azerbaijan. For years, she 
inspired the whole family to dance, to play a traditional Azerbaijani instruments and to sing 
the popular songs of her era. She could transform  the  room into her homeland through her 
hand drum, her bamboo fan, her dangling gold earrings. Her memories made  these objects 
alive with images and by dancing and singing with them  we could see her memories so 
vividly we felt we were there.

My grandmother would start dancing with her face, head and shoulders.  She would sing 
and dance with her upper body. She would sit on the  floor and I would get up and be her 
legs for her dance - she was in her 90's after all! As we danced together I felt we were at 
her father's house, beside the reflection pool and the three fountains with gold fish, with the 
tall cypress trees and the rose garden close  by. She said the tall cypress trees were  the 
reason all her sisters and she were so tall. It was only when I visited my grandmother’s 
room after her death that I realized that the place where  we used to dance together was 
just a small room with an old carpet.

Transformation seems like a major theme for your work and your life. How do you 
capture this in your choreography?
Transformation happens as I  work with current themes of now and here, while using my 
traditional artistry and dance  vocabulary. By using modern dancers, foreign to the world I 
came from, as messengers, I transform  my past into a  new story for the present. I  try to 
make  a connection to them personally; I tell them my stories and create movement based 
on these stories. By their interpretations I see my past in a different light.

How would you encourage others to find a way to express their cultural identities, 
especially in Canada where people often feel themselves to be from several 
different places at once?
Displacement can be non-geographical, whenever your environment changes you become 
displaced. Identity is sailing boat, so  long as you know where  you are in relation to places 
you know and most importantly know who you are, then you will have a safe  journey 
through all sorts of places you don’t know.

http://www.toronto.ca/toronto_facts/diversity.htm

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Azerbaijan_SSR
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Azerbaijan_SSR
http://www.toronto.ca/toronto_facts/diversity.htm
http://www.toronto.ca/toronto_facts/diversity.htm


Displacement can make you feel very unsettled, even if it’s as simple as changing 
schools, or moving from one neighbourhood to another. How did you cope with 
moving from Iran to India to Turkey to Canada?
What transformed me in each place were my grandmother’s stories, songs and dances, and 
her drum which I carried with me since her death when I was 10. It was my tool to deal 
with different situations. I used to ask my grandmother what would keep a man grounded, 
since women had their heavy dangling earrings that symbolized staying connected to the 
earth and to their father’s home. My grandmother would say, “Ay my little Sashar, nothing 
keeps man grounded, but for few good boys like you, the respect for first the ears that wear 
those earrings and second the house it is being worn for, is enough to be kept grounded.” 

I know why I have carried her hand drum with me through my journey of migration from 
Iran to India to Turkey and finally to Canada, singing and dancing the same old stories in 
rooms I have lived in. I did it in order to seek a place to belong.

ACTIVITY:
Think  about all the places you have lived or visited for a length of time. What about these 
places has made you who you are? Like Sashar’s drum, are  there  objects that symbolize this 
part of your personality? How would these objects make you move? Try making a  phrase of 
movement based on a series of 4-6 symbols from your life. As you do the movement 
phrase, can you imagine the places you’ve lived or visited? Can you see the details? Share 
this short phrase  with a  partner. How does your partner’s interpretation of the movement 
change what you see or feel about the series of symbols? Write down what you see.

Check  out Sashar’s website  www.sashardance.com, to  hear his podcast about 
Choreographies of Migration, and be sure to read about the Dancers for Peace project!

More info at www.danceworks.ca
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