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Recall:	re·call	|rəˈkôl|	
transitive	verb	
	
1. bring	a	fact,	event	or	situation	back	to	mind.	

	
Restore,	revive	
	

2. to	call	back	from	production	as	a	result	of	discovery	of	a	fault	or	
defect.	

	
Cancel,	revoke	
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I	am	speaking	my	small	piece	of	truth,	as	best	as	I	can…	We	each	have	
only	a	piece	of	the	truth.	So	here	it	is;	I’m	putting	it	down	for	you	to	see	
if	our	fragments	match	anywhere,	if	our	pieces,	together,	make	another	
larger	 piece	 of	 the	 truth	 that	 can	 be	 part	 of	 the	map	we	 are	making	
together	to	show	us	the	way	to	get	to	the	longed-for	world.	(Pratt,	32)	

	
Among	the	market	stalls	and	museums,	the	border	walls	and	suburban	

homes,	 the	 porcelain	 curios,	 crowds	 in	 the	 street	 and	 lovers	 on	 the	 lawn,	 a	
multiplicity	of	lived	worlds	weave	and	jostle,	at	times	fractured	and	asunder,	
yet	whispering	with	the	voice	of	possibility.	

I	am	here	to	listen	to	the	chattering	of	the	sea	of	Persian	blue	cheshm	
nazar1	in	the	souvenir	shop	in	Tala	market,	and	the	sighing	of	the	bronze	ibex,	
my	little	Bozi,	 trapped	in	the	museum	vitrine.	I	am	here	to	witness	the	black	
oil	pooling	 like	blood	in	the	sand,	and	the	outstretched	hand	at	the	gate	and	
the	promise	denied.	I	am	here	to	feel	the	thorn’s	slow	prick	to	the	breast	of	the	
Rose	and	Nightingale,	flesh	torn	from	bone,	and	the	tender	touch	of	deepening	
love.	 I	 am	 here	 to	make:	 to	 fashion	 a	world	 bright,	 startling	 and	 blue.	 This	
work	 is	my	 small	 piece	 of	 truth,	my	way	 of	 seeing	what	 is,	while	 seeking	 a	
longed-for	world.	
	

The	following	writing	examines	how	I	work	as	an	artist,	the	means	and	
methods,	 the	 trust	 in	 the	 first	 move	 of	 intuitive	 knowledge	 as	 well	 as	 the	
conceptual	underpinnings	of	work	unfolding.	 It	explores	 the	voice	of	objects	
and	their	affective	promise	and	disclosure.	 It	 traces	my	recent	body	of	work	
from	explorations	of	identity	within	diaspora,	borders,	barriers,	to	the	hope	or	
loss	of	home	–	home	as	our	gathering,	as	the	“longed-for	world”,	the	yearning	
for	paradise,	the	garden.		

The	 writing	 follows	 two	 areas	 of	 investigation	 simultaneously:	 my	
interest	 in	 signs,	 symbols	and	semiotics,	 as	well	as	my	explorations	 into	 the	
voice	of	the	everyday	object.	While	the	former	has	been	the	focus	of	extensive	
scholarship,	 and	been	examined	and	articulated	well	beyond	 the	purview	of	
this	writing,	it	is	the	latter	that	I	choose	to	treat	in	my	work.	While	on	the	one	
hand	 I	 have	 always	 had	 a	 deep	 fascination	 with	 the	 way	 that	 signs	 and	
symbols	 carry	 and	 impart	 meaning,	 shape	 culture	 and	 distill	 manifold	
histories	into	a	singular	figure,	my	interest	lies	with	the	voice	of	the	common	
object,	 the	 everyday	 artifact,	 that	quite	often,	 by	 virtue	of	 its	 generality	 and	
pervasiveness,	has	fallen	into	a	kind	of	muted	silence.		

My	 work	 often	 begins	 with	 an	 object	 or	 symbol	 that	 might	 have	 a	
particular	 meaning	 or	 cultural	 reference,	 then	 through	 a	 series	 of	
reconfiguring	translations	new	meaning	begins	to	unfold.	In	a	sense	this	is	like	
																																																								
1	On	occasion	I	will	use	a	Farsi	term	in	this	writing.	This	is	done	in	the	same	
spirit	with	which	I	treat	the	appropriation	of	cultural	artifacts	in	my	work,	
leaving	intact	certain	features	whose	translation	is	left	to	the	viewer.	In	this	
case	the	words	are	meant	as	sonic	devices	left	in	your	ear	to	roll	on	your	
tongue,	in	the	hope	that	their	shape	is	sufficiently	evocative.	
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the	 transformation	 of	 language	 over	 time,	 which	 at	 once	 can	 seem	 vaguely	
recognizable	 as	 the	 original	 text	 but	whose	meaning,	 context	 and	 signifiers	
have	 changed	 such	 that	 the	 new	 word,	 or	 object	 in	 my	 case,	 points	 to	 a	
different	meaning	altogether,	with	faint	traces	of	the	original	concept,	as	if	the	
object	or	word	has	become	a	palimpsest	of	itself.	

	
My	work	 as	 an	 artist	 is	 always	 at	 once	 personal,	 my	 “small	 piece	 of	

truth”	 and	 yet	 frequently	 seeks	 a	 common	 thread	 within	 otherness	 and	
difference.	 One	 of	 the	 questions	 that	 I	 carry	 through	 my	 work	 is	 the	
sufficiency	of	the	story	I	tell,	and	why	and	how	my	identity	is	articulated	in	the	
work.	My	work	 thus	carries	my	history	as	an	 Iranian-American,	yet	 is	never	
just	that,	nor	always	that.	Identity	explored	in	my	work	is	neither	fixed	nor	an	
erasure,	 but	 always	 an	 ongoing	 synthetic	 process	 of	 investigation	 and	
becoming.	This	work	 locates	 itself	 in	 the	personal	while	seeking	 the	 threads	
that	bind	local	to	global,	personal	to	universal;	it	listens	for	the	humming	just	
beneath	the	background	of	our	everyday	lives.	

My	work	is	a	process	of	gathering,	of	pulling	together	the	threads	of	my	
history,	my	place	now,	and	the	place	I	am	always	making.	It	is	way	finding,	a	
cartography	 of	 be-coming,	 there-going	 and	 here-staying.	 It	 meanders	 by	
intention,	deviates	by	design.	Working	 in	 the	quiet	privacy	of	my	studio,	my	
world	 is	 unfolding	 through	 my	 hands.	 I	 am	 discovering	 not	 just	 the	 line	
between,	but	 the	 lines	 and	nodes	along,	 through,	 and	beneath	my	 traversed	
world.	

In	 this	 manner	 my	 work	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 series	 of	 investigative	
reference	points,	markers	along	a	path	of	exploration.	I	did	not	set	out	with	a	
preconception	of	 this	 collected	body	of	art	works	as	a	whole,	or	whether	or	
not	there	would	be	discourse	between	and	amongst	each	individual	work,	but	
rather	 with	 sensitivity	 to	 the	 possibility	 that	 within	 the	 messy	 chatter	 of	
objects	a	grammar	could	spring,	a	wellhead	of	connective	syllables,	a	strange	
ontology	of	temporal	and	spatial	intersections.	

Among	 the	 many	 junctures	 and	 reference	 points	 of	 my	 work	 stand	
three	 figures:	 Parviz	 Tanavoli	 Iranian	 sculptor/scholar,	 Mona	 Hatoum,	
Palestinian	 refugee	 and	 London-based	 artist,	 and	 Forough	 Farrokhzad,	
Iranian	modernist	poet.	Each	of	the	three	can	be	seen	as	touchstone,	guide	or	
muse.	I	return	to	them	time	and	again	and	have	carried	them	with	me	for	the	
better	part	of	my	 life.	Each	has	a	place	 in	my	work:	Tanavoli	 for	his	abiding	
dedication	 to	 the	 history	 and	 stewardship	 of	 Iranian	 culture,	 his	
contemporary	narratives	of	legendary	love	stories	and	his	ability	to	transform	
the	 ancient	 crafts	 of	 blacksmiths,	 locksmiths	 and	 foundry	 workers	 into	 the	
poetry	 of	 his	 sculpture;	 Hatoum	 for	 her	 remarkable	 ability	 to	 traverse	 the	
shoals	 of	 double	 refugee	 (Palestinian,	 born	 in	Lebanon,	working	 in	London)	
and	 guide	 her	 work	 to	 a	 place	 where	 she	 speaks	 beyond	 her	 particular	
diaspora	 and	 into	 local	 and	 global	 conditions	 of	 both	 safety	 and	
precariousness,	as	well	as	her	profound	sensitivity	to	how	her	art	works	as	a	
voice	 that	 often	 speaks	 to	 the	 body	 first;	 and	 finally	 Farrokhzad	 for	 her	
fearlessness	in	speaking	the	truth.	
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Diaspora,	mementos	and	Memento	Vivere	
	

I	am	inquiring	about	who	and	where	I	am	now.	This	is	often	explored	
as	 a	 place	 between	 two	 worlds:	 the	 one	 I	 left	 behind,	 and	 the	 one	 I	 am	
entering,	so	at	the	same	time	my	inquiry	is	about	making	a	place	and	locating	
myself	in	time	between	two	worlds.	My	work	is	a	measuring	of	self	through	a	
gathering	of	history.	I	might,	for	instance,	recall	a	memory	from	childhood,	or	
retrieve	 a	 memento,	 object	 or	 story	 from	 my	 cultural,	 national,	 or	 social	
history,	 preferably	 one	 that	 is	 rich	 with	 its	 own	 set	 of	 significances	 and	
associations,	 and	 begin	 to	 ask	 about	 its	 meaning	 to	 me	 personally,	 and	
whether	or	not	it	can	be	appropriated	into	my	body,	my	work,	and	then	given	
back	as	 something	other,	preferably	more,	 than	when	 I	 first	 gathered	 it.	My	
work	 intends	 to	 reach	 into	our	shared	world,	draw	 from	 it	 something	 I	 find	
personally	significant,	make	it	my	own,	and	then	place	it	back	into	the	shared	
experience.	

In	 this	 regard	 it	 is	 not	 just	what	 you	 have	 left	 behind,	 but	what	 you	
carry	with	 you,	what	 you	 choose	 to	 hold	 close,	 that	 shapes	 the	 contours	 of	
diaspora.	 Diaspora	 has	 a	 spatial	 component,	 the	 dislocation	 from	 home	 or	
homeland,	 that	 is	 imbued	 with	 temporal	 and	 existential	 phenomena	 like	
memory,	nostalgia,	uncertainty,	yet	also	anticipation,	hope	and	determination.	

Adam	McKeown	 in	 “Conceptualizing	Chinese	Diasporas,	 1842	 to	1949”	
suggests	 that	 the	 word	 diaspora	 has	 a	 “moral	 dimension”	 associated	 with	
“traditions	of	forced	exile,	communal	suffering,	tenacious	identity,	and	longing	
for	 homeland”	 such	 as	 in	 Jewish,	 African,	 and	 Armenian	 diasporas.	 Yet	 in	
recent	literature,	beside	the	idea	of	“diaspora-as-exile”,	there	is	the	notion	of	
“diaspora-as-diversity”.	 Diaspora	 here	 is	 a	 “signifier	 of	 multiplicity,	 fluidity,	
wildness,	hybridity,	the	dislocations	of	modernity,	or	the	decentered	textures	
of	postmodernity	and	post	colonialism.”	(McKeown,	308)	Thus	the	difference	
between	 the	 original	 meaning	 of	 diaspora	 as	 one	 of	 loss	 and	 yearning	 for	
home	 and	 the	 contemporary	 view	 of	 “diaspora	 as	 diversity”	 is	 that	 the	
diasporic	 identity	 today	 is	 at	 once	 partial	 and	 plural.	 It	 can	 be	 cut	 off	 from	
place,	 language	and	social	 conventions,	 and	often	 it	 straddles	 three	or	more	
cultures.	Yet	however	ambiguous	and	shifting	this	ground	may	be,	it	offers	an	
imaginative	 territory	 to	 occupy,	 to	 creatively	 re-territorialize.		 Exile	 and	
diaspora	present	the	pain,	anxiety	and	loss	of	dislocations	while	also	offering	
creative	 possibilities	 of	 re-invention	 and	 engagement,	 the	 opportunity	 to	
transform	multiple	diasporic	predicaments	into	"fertile	sites"	where	creativity	
and	imagination	convene	to	propose	a	transnational	dialogue.		

In	his	seminal	work,	Reflections	on	Exile,	Edward	Said	explores	 issues	
of	exile	in	terms	of	their	possibility	beyond	the	original	rift	and	tearing	away	
of	the	bearings	of	home.		He	suggests	that	while	there	may	be	a	“terminal	loss”	
inextricably	 bound	 up	 in	 the	 body	 or	 people	 in	 exile,	 there	 may	 also	 be	 a	
“potent,	even	enriching,	motif	of	modern	culture”	available	in	the	aftermath	of	
such	dislocation,	a	kind	of	creative	re-invention	that	goes	beyond	mitigation	
and	adaptation,	and	he	notes	that	western	culture	is	in	large	part	“the	work	of	
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exiles,	 émigrés,	 refugees.”	Said’s	 refusal	 to	end	with	 the	essential	 sadness	of	
the	 loss	 of	 home	 and	 homeland	 signals	 the	 possibilities	 inherent	 in	 a	
paradigmatic	shift	from	exile	and	diaspora	as	loss	to	one	of	broader,	vital	and	
creative	 vision.	 Hidden	 in	 the	 folds	 of	 loss	 within	 diaspora	 lies	 a	 kind	 of	
memento	vivere,	a	call	to	live.	

	
Seeing	 ‘the	entire	world	as	 foreign	 land’	makes	possible	originality	of	
vision.	Most	 people	 are	 principally	 aware	 of	 one	 culture,	 one	 setting,	
one	home;	exiles	are	aware	of	at	least	two,	and	this	plurality	of	vision	
gives	rise	to	an	awareness	of	simultaneous	dimensions,	an	awareness	
that−to	borrow	a	phrase	from	music−is	contrapuntal.	(Said,	186)	
	
As	 an	 artist	 I	 seek	 to	 create	 a	 narrative	 that	 moves	 from	 local,	 site-

specific	 nationalities	 and	 politics	 to	 one	 that	 explores	 conditions	 of	 global	
instability	 and	 contradiction,	 along	 with	 glimmers	 of	 hope,	 to	 articulate	 a	
world	in	various	states	of	civil	and	political	unrest,	where	the	ground	beneath	
your	feet	seems	to	shift	and	become	much	less	stable	than	you	assume	it	to	be,	
just	as	you	reach	for	the	door.	I	choose	to	explore	the	place	between	the	fixed	
and	the	mutable,	to	work	in	the	realm	of	synthesis	and,	with	luck,	authenticity.	
In	 this	domain	 I	 expect	disruption	and	 redirection,	disturbance	and	 tension,	
but	 I	 also	 seek	 to	 trace	 the	 shared	 threads	 of	 the	 human	 enterprise,	 of	
engagement	 and	 conviviality.	 Here,	 rather	 than	 resolve	 the	 tensions	
embedded	 in	 the	 disruptions	 and	 dislocations,	 I	 am	 looking	 for	 sites	 of	
creative	interface	and	response.		

My	work	then,	seeks	to	draw	on	multiple	cultural	histories	in	ways	that	
explore	 ideological	 limitations,	 and	 investigate	 broader	 global	 concerns	
including	nationalism,	identity,	history,	memory,	borders,	safety,	the	comfort	
and	 unpredictability	 of	 home	 and	 world,	 and	 the	 poetics	 of	 creative	
expression;	synthetic2,	hybrid,	and	vital.	
	
The	Disclosure	of	Objects	
	

It	matters	how	we	arrive	at	the	places	we	do…	We	are	affected	by	what	
we	are	coming	with.	(Ahmed,	3)	

	
I	am	drawn	to	the	history	of	arrival,	both	as	people	and	what	we	bring	

with	 us,	 our	 background	 and	objects,	 and	 the	 labor	 embodied	 in	 the	 object.	
Background	thus	refers	to	the	histories	of	what	is	behind	the	viewer,	writer,	
artist,	and	the	object	itself,	but	it	also	references	the	background	of	the	object	
																																																								
2	Here	synthetic	is	meant	not	as	artificial	or	insincere,	but	rather	in	the	older	
Greek	sense	of	the	word	–	a	putting	together	of	things	-	and	as	such	there	
intends	to	be	a	certain	element	of	fabrication	in	my	work.	For	instance	I	mean	
to	take	an	artifact	from	my	own	ancient	culture,	place	it	into	a	contemporary	
frame	and	thus	take	the	former	beyond	itself,	and	the	latter	into	a	new	way	of	
seeing.		
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as	 being	 composed	 of	 matter	 and	 labor.	 I	 am	 engaged	 with	 the	 world	 of	
objects,	 and	 ask	 why	 they	 persist	 in	 history	 and	 culture	 and	 then	 also	 my	
work.	What	 is	 it	 that	makes	 them	 stay	with	me	 the	way	 they	 do?	 Yet	 there	
they	are,	in	all	their	immutable	power,	speaking	to	me	in	myriad	ways	of	their	
history,	narrating	a	story	as	 it	were,	rich	with	symbol	and	meaning.	 It’s	as	 if	
they	were	saying:	“Take	this,	take	all	that	you	see	and	hear,	appropriate	it	as	
your	 own,	 and	 then	 say	more:	 redirect,	 change,	 infuse,	 deviate,	 give	 it	 new	
voice,	send	it	on	a	different	trajectory.”	

These	 things	 of	 the	world,	while	 seemingly	mute,	 are	 vital	 and	 vocal	
players.	 They	 don’t	 speak	 singly	 or	 in	 isolation,	 nor	 just	 of	 themselves,	 but	
rather	as	a	chorus	of	voices,	at	times	discordant,	yet	always	with	a	multiplicity	
of	references	and	associations.	They	speak	with	me	as	intimately	as	Farsi,	the	
language	of	poetry,	of	the	ancients:	Khayyam,	Hafez,	Rumi	and	the	modernists	
Sepehri	and	Farrokhzad.	It	is	a	language	at	once	dark	and	mysterious,	yet	light	
and	filled	with	sparkling	clarity.	It	is	my	language,	the	language	of	my	history,	
my	 world.	 Poetry	 discloses,	 reveals	 and	 unfolds,	 but	 also	 withholds	 and	
remains	hidden.	 It	 requires	 attention	and	engagement;	 it	 asks	 that	 you	 step	
into	 its	 realm,	 open	 and	 aware,	 ready	 for	 the	moment	 of	 recognition.	 	 The	
poetic	moment,	the	gesture,	is	the	moment	of	a	distilled	history,	of	the	bird	in	
flight	pausing	above	its	prey.	It	is	here,	poised	in	suspension	that	I	choose	to	
locate	my	work.	

While	my	work	as	an	artist	 in	a	 sense	 “fixes”	 the	bird	 in	 flight,	 I	 find	
also	that	the	process	of	making,	 in	particular	the	 intuitive	moment,	 is	one	of	
tracing	 gesture	 and	 ephemera	 into	 the	 object,	 while	 hoping	 that	 the	 open	
poetic,	 the	messy	uncertainty,	 the	 shadows	of	 alternate	 routes	 and	multiple	
interpretations	 are	 still	 available	 in	 the	 finished	 work.	 I	 look	 for	 manifold,	
non-hierarchical	entry	points:	bird,	feather,	gold;	dissolving	water,	fixing	fire;	
blood,	rose,	flag;	the	cut	of	the	knife,	the	weld	of	the	slip;	to	move	like	water,	
horizontally,	pushing	horizons	or	 finding	 fissures;	 the	rend	 in	 the	 fabric.	My	
aim	 is	 to	 look	 under	 the	 detritus	 and	 wreckage	 of	 our	 world	 and	 into	 the	
bright	 fissures	of	 light;	 to	 investigate	our	state	of	being,	becoming,	dying;	 to	
seek	the	cracks	and	seams,	the	open	possibilities	at	the	edges;	to	feel	the	pulse	
of	connections	and	networks.	I’m	looking	for	contextual	flows,	intensities	that	
happen	 at	 strange	nodes	 and	unpredictable	 intersections,	 in	manifold	ways,	
within	different	contexts.	My	work	investigates	materiality	in	a	continuum	of	
change,	like	thought	and	being,	inexhaustibly	producing	different	versions	of	
itself.		

Within	 the	multiplicity	of	objects,	 stories	 and	artifacts	of	my	creative	
world,	 few	are	as	 fertile,	personal	 and	grounding	as	 those	 I	 gather	 from	my	
heritage.	 I	reach	 into	this	realm	as	 if	 into	a	trove	of	extraordinary	treasures,	
marking	 both	my	 own	history	 and	 the	 deeper	 history	 of	my	homeland,	 and	
perhaps	 the	 world.	 The	 governing	 thought	 is	 to	 bring	 them	 forward	 in	 a	
manner	 that	 honors	 their	 origin	while	 sending	 them	on	 a	 new	 trajectory	 of	
meaning,	one	that	seeks	to	reach	beyond	homeland	borders.	I	look	often	to	the	
work	of	Parviz	Tanavoli	as	touchstone	in	this	endeavor.	
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My	art	is	inspired	by	my	ancestral	home,	Persia:	a	culturally	rich	land	
with	a	long	history,	diverse	nature	and	great	poets.	I	am	also	a	citizen	
of	 the	 world,	 a	 world	 filled	 with	 a	 vast	 range	 of	 people	 who	 have	
different	ideas,	but	share	a	common	language	of	art.		(Tanavoli,	8)	

	
Tanavoli’s	 work	 as	 a	 steward	 of	 Persian	 culture	 is	 at	 the	 very	 core	 of	 his	
artistic	enterprise,	yet	at	the	same	time	his	art	 is	thoroughly	transformative,	
brimming	with	creative	translations	of	the	fables,	calligraphy,	craft	and	poetry	
that	have	long	shaped	Iranian	history.		Tanavoli’s	life	has	been	one	dedicated	
to	 the	 maintenance	 of	 craft	 and	 craftsmanship,	 to	 the	 work	 of	 weavers,	
locksmiths,	 and	 foundry	workers.	He	has	written	 extensively	on	 their	work,	
and	throughout	his	life	has	been	known	as	a	preeminent	scholar	and	collector,	
assembling	 some	 of	 the	 most	 complete	 archives	 of	 these	 ancient	 crafts.	
Further	 his	 creative	work	 reaches	 deep	 into	 the	 retrieval	 of	 ancient,	 and	 at	
times,	 lost	 legends,	 bringing	 them	 forward	 through	 insightful	 and	 creative	
transformations.	Notable	 among	 these	 is	 the	mythical	Farhad,	 the	mountain	
carver	 and	 central	 figure	 in	 a	 classic	 story	 of	 unrequited	 love.	 Significant	 in	
this	 story	 is	 that	 sculpture	 was	 long	 banned	 in	 Iran,	 and	 thus	 nothing	 of	
Farhad	 remains	 beyond	 the	 tale	 itself.	 That	 is	 until	 Tanavoli	 picked	 up	 the	
loose	threads	and	made	Farhad	something	of	a	companion	and	muse	for	much	
of	 his	 creative	 work.	 Yet	 perhaps	 the	 figure	 for	 which	 Tanavoli	 is	 best	
recognized	 is	his	 signature	work	Heech,	 the	Persian	word	 for	 “nothingness”.		
Indeed	Tanavoli	has	suggested	that	along	with	being	a	sculptor	he	should	be	
considered	a	heech-maker,	a	maker	of	nothing.	He	has	made	Heech	in	various	
forms	for	over	fifty	years.	

	
Mine	was	 the	nothingness	of	hope	and	 friendship,	 a	nothingness	 that	
did	 not	 seek	 to	 negate.	 In	my	mind,	 it	was	 not	 life	 that	 amounted	 to	
nothing,	but	 rather	nothing	which	brimmed	with	 life	 itself.	 (Tanavoli,	
12)	

	
The	 significance	 of	 Tanavoli’s	work	 for	me	 in	 this	 regard	 is	 twofold.	 One	 is	
governed	 by	 the	 idea	 of	 retrieving	 or	 gathering	 objects	 and	 then	 creating	 a	
new	 trajectory	 through	 creative	 transformation.	 The	 other	 is	 thinking	 high	
and	low,	of	the	possibility	of	creating	a	narrative	that	communicates	to	the	art	
world	 while	 simultaneously	 speaking	 to	 the	 everyday,	 the	 common,	 the	
collectible	and	the	souvenir.	With	two	of	the	following	series	of	my	work,	This	
Is	 Not	 a	 Pomegranate	 and	The	Nightingale	 and	 The	 Rose,	 I	 begin	 to	 explore	
both	of	these	ideas.	
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This	Is	Not	A	Pomegranate	
	

	I	crack	open	a	pomegranate	and	think	to	myself,	weren’t	it	good	if	the	
seeds	of	these	people’s	heart	were	visible.	–	Sohrab	Sepehri	
	
Presumed	to	have	its	origins	in	Iran	and	Afghanistan,	the	pomegranate	

has	long	been	the	symbol	of	life,	beauty,	abundance,	the	promise	of	prosperity	
and	immortality,	and	continues	to	be	sacred	in	many	of	the	world’s	religions.	
Yet	 it	 is	 also	 found	 in	mainstream	 aesthetics	 as	 porcelain	 curios,	 souvenirs,	
and	 decorates	 bowls,	 pendants	 and	 key	 chains.	 In	 this	 series	 I	 gather	 the	
pomegranate’s	 ancient	 history	 and	 its	 suggestive	 associations	 of	 love	 and	
fertility	along	with	its	present	significance	as	a	mass-produced	cultural	good	
of	Middle	Eastern	societies.		

The	 four	works	 in	my	 series	This	 Is	Not	A	Pomegranate	 (2014-2015)	
question	the	idea	of	commodity,	the	work	of	art	as	craft	and	production,	and	
what	it	means	to	occupy	a	place	between	two	paradigms;	low	art/high	art,	or	
two	worlds.	The	 series	 also	begins	 to	 introduce	my	 interest	 in	 the	manifold	
ways	we	receive	and	perceive	the	world,	and	in	particular	works	of	art,	as	if	
layered	into	various	strata	of	cognition.		

While	the	central	figure	in	this	collection	is	the	pomegranate,	the	iconic	
fruit	 of	 the	 Middle	 East,	 it	 is	 appropriated	 as	 one	 artifact	 and	 given	 four	
distinct	evocative	trajectories:	Blue	Truck,	Sarah	Has	a	Pomegranate,	Dolorous	
Interlude,	and	Dolorous	Interlude-performance.		

It	begins	with	a	recollection	from	childhood:	
I	 still	 carry	 the	 memory	 of	 autumn	 in	 Tehran,	 the	 sweet	 musty	

fragrance	of	the	chenar	tree,	her	silvery	smooth	bark	and	the	soft	shush	of	her	
leaves	under	my	feet.	It	was	a	time	for	anticipation,	a	kind	of	leaning	forward	
into	 the	season	of	Yalda,	 the	 long,	dark	night	when	we	gathered	with	 family	
and	friends	to	eat	and	celebrate	until	well	after	midnight.	It	was	a	time	when	
we	peered	 into	 our	 futures	 through	 closely	 read	 stanzas	 from	 the	poems	of	
Divan-e	 Hafez.	 But	 for	 me	 it	 was	 a	 time	 for	 pomegranates,	 full,	 ripe	 and	
spilling	with	ruby-red	juice.		

It	 seemed	 so	 sudden,	 as	 if	 out	 of	 the	 blue,	 fall	 was	 upon	 us	 and	 the	
pomegranate	 trucks	 appeared	 filled	with	wooden	 crates	 brimming	with	 the	
blood	red	fruit	and	their	farmers	calling	out:	“Yalda	too	rahe!”		

The	trucks	were	dusty	sky	blue,	always	blue.	Cheap	and	hardworking	
they	were	the	Persian	mule.	Whether	carrying	sheep	or	cows,	loads	of	hay	or	
concrete	mixers,	they	spoke	to	the	work	of	their	owners	and	careered	through	
urban	streets	or	rutted	rural	paths	as	if	by	their	own	set	of	rules.	Yet	for	me,	
this	 time	was	about	 the	 trucks	 laden	with	 red	pomegranates,	parked	on	 the	
side	of	the	road	or	in	the	market	with	their	tailgates	down,	as	if	in	a	gesture	of	
offering.	 Pomegranates	 were	 abundance	 itself,	 bright	 red	 against	 the	 dusty	
blue,	 and	 the	 farmers	with	 glint	 of	 blade	 sliced	 into	 the	 flesh	 as	 a	 proof	 of	
perfect	fruit,	their	hands	blackened	with	pomegranate	juice.		

It	wasn’t	until	much	later,	after	moving	from	Iran	to	the	United	States,	
when	 I	 began	 to	question	 the	 idea	of	 commodity	 and	art,	 to	 seek	 to	blur	or	
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fuse	 the	 boundaries,	 and	 simultaneously	 explore	 my	 identity	 as	 Iranian-
American,	that	I	gathered	this	memory	of	abundance	and	homeland	to	begin	
my	exploration	of	the	value	of	the	things	I	make,	the	work	of	production	and	
the	work	of	art.	At	the	time	this	presented	itself	as	a	two-fold	artistic	dilemma:	
my	 art	 as	 a	 commodity,	 and	 my	 identity	 as	 an	 artist	 in	 diaspora	 seeking	
footing.		
	
Blue	Truck		
	

	
Blue	Truck,	2014	
cast	porcelain	pomegranates,	wooden	crates,	blue	paint	and	tailgate	
	

Blue	Truck	unfolds	quite	simply	with	the	nostalgic	recollection	of	blue	
trucks,	 farmer’s	 markets,	 pomegranates	 and	 the	 exchange	 of	 goods	 and	
currency.	Yet	 it	becomes	both	recognition	and	negotiation	of	my	work	as	an	
artist	 and	 the	 commodification	of	 art	 as	 a	 cultural	 good	and	 its	 exposure	 to	
change	and	exchange.	Blue	Truck	also	begins	to	explore	the	boundary	between	
craft	and	art	and	seeks	to	question	the	difference	while	prompting	a	potential	
fusion.	As	it	 is,	ceramic	art	quite	often	stands	in	two	places	at	once	with	one	
foot	 squarely	 planted	 in	 a	 rich	 and	 sustaining	 history	 of	 skills,	 praxis	 and	
utility	while	 the	 other	 foot	 reaches	 toward	more	 challenging	 and	 evocative	
discourses.	 Indeed	 this	 twofold	nature	of	 ceramic	work	has	been	 its	history	
from	its	inception	approximately	20,000	years	ago.	

This	 Is	 not	 a	 Pomegranate	 begins	 to	 inquire	 about	my	 identity	 as	 an	
Iranian-born,	Middle	Eastern	artist	and	the	stereotypical,	political	perception	
often	 engendered	within	 that	 status.	 It	 further	 questions	whether	 I	 can	 use	
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regional	visual	clichés	as	a	rebuke	to	this	view	and	perhaps	shed	light	into	the	
East/West	dichotomy,	neo-orientalism	and	exotification.		
	

The	 work	 Blue	 Truck	 initiates	 a	 further	 exploration	 through	 the	
following	 three	works	 in	 the	 series.	 The	 pomegranate	 remains	 the	 constant	
throughout.	 Exotic,	 fertile,	 life-affirming	 yet	 here	 chosen	 to	 explore	 new	
narratives	 that	 speak	 to	 the	 female	 experience,	 pain	 and	 violence;	 the	
degradation	 or	 loss	 of	 identity,	 and	 ultimately	 finding	 and	 treading	 a	 path	
between	duality.	

	
Sarah	has	a	Pomegranate	
	

	
Sarah	has	a	Pomegranate,	2015	
HD	video:	razor	blade,	pomegranate		
	

Sarah	has	a	Pomegranate	could	be	seen	as	an	 instructive	video	about	
how	to	cut	open	a	pomegranate,	geared	perhaps	to	the	Western	mind	baffled	
by	the	strange,	 tough	skin	with	the	beckoning	tender	red	 jewels	within.	 It	 is	
framed	 in	 the	 manner	 of	 a	 cooking	 show,	 and	 implies	 domesticity	 and	 the	
feminine	realm.	Further,	 the	camera	 is	placed	above	the	hands	at	work	such	
that	 the	 hands	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 the	 viewer’s	 own,	 suggesting	 the	 viewer’s	
presence	in	the	frame.	Seen	in	this	way	the	weight,	texture	and	coolness	of	the	
pomegranate	is	felt	and	gauged	viscerally,	suggesting	a	knowledge	that	comes	
to	the	body	before	the	mind,	and	perhaps	similar	to	the	way	a	child	may	learn	
to	cook	standing	in	the	shadow	of	her	mother	or	grandmother.	

Yet	as	the	shaving	razor	is	drawn	from	the	paper	sleeve	the	video	tips	
into	unexpected	territory	and	the	hands,	the	wrists	seem	suddenly	vulnerable.	
Your	 body	 tightens	 as	 you	 sense	 the	 supple	 steel	 blade	 pinched	 between	
thumb	and	finger.	The	vein	sees	the	razor.	You	no	longer	see	the	pomegranate.		
It	 is	 only	 when	 the	 razor	 first	 enters	 the	 skin	 and	 it’s	 the	 blood	 of	 the	
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pomegranate	 that	 flows	 free,	 that	 your	 body	 relaxes	 slightly.	 It	 is	 a	 brief	
moment	of	relief	quickly	followed	by	the	unnerving	sound	of	the	flesh	of	the	
fruit	being	torn	apart,	as	if	meat	split	from	bone.	

In	 this	 iteration	 the	 pomegranate	moves	 from	 symbol	 of	 life,	 fertility	
and	 beauty	 to	 the	 edge	 of	 danger	 and	 places	 the	 body	 of	woman	 at	 risk.	 It	
proposes	the	vulnerability	of	the	body,	the	self	and	a	tearing	away	of	identity.	
The	 pomegranate	 is	 literally	 and	 metaphorically	 turned	 inside	 out,	
challenging	its	symbolic	references.	As	its	seeds	spill	open,	the	work	questions	
the	conscription	of	feminine	identity	to	one	simply	of	motherhood.	The	work	
further	implies	a	loss	or	termination,	perhaps	a	death	or	the	end	of	love.	What	
was	once	fecund,	robust	and	bursting	with	the	possibility	of	life	and	the	long	
arc	of	historic	references	has	become	the	wreckage	of	a	body	laid	bare.	

	
Dolorous	Interlude		
	

	
Dolorous	Interlude,	2015	
HD	Video:	cast	green	ware	porcelain,	water	
	

Dolorous	 Interlude	 is	 a	 short	 time-lapse	 video	 that	 records	 the	
moments	 of	 impact	 of	 water	 dripping	 on	 nine	 unfired	 clay	 pomegranate	
bodies.	The	fruit	here	are	bloodless	and	isolated,	bone-white	and	fragile.	They	
are	set	apart	from	each	other,	as	if	a	crowd	of	bodies	parsed	for	examination	
or	surgical	 investigation.	A	redirection	is	proposed	as	each	of	the	white	nine	
bodies	 is	 incised	with	 drops	 of	water	 and	 a	 slow	 disembowelment	 unfolds.	
While	image	slips	to	image	we	see	a	returning	of	the	materiality	of	the	object	
to	itself,	to	its	original	nature:	water	returning	earth	to	earth	again.	

Yet	with	each	drop	an	alternate	 revealing	 is	disclosed;	 the	erosion	of	
the	 body	 in	 a	 hastening	 of	 time,	 the	 corrosion	 of	 self	 through	 moral	
compromise,	 integrity	weathered	 away,	 destabilizing	 structure,	 the	 invisible	
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passages	of	change	rendered	visible;	death	by	a	thousand	cuts.	Strangely	the	
blade	 is	 glistening	 water,	 not	 shimmering	 steel.	 It	 seems	 feminine,	 lethal,	
methodical	 and	deliberately	paced.	The	 implied	violence	 is	 captured	as	 if	 in	
slow	motion,	 as	 if	 to	hold	your	gaze	 in	morbid	 fascination	of	 flesh	 rendered	
and	sloughing.	
	
Dolorous	Interlude-performance		
	

	
Dolorous	Interlude-performance,	2015	
HD	video:	cast	green	ware	and	glazed	porcelain	pomegranates	
	

	
Dolorous	Interlude-performance	(detail)	
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Dolorous	Interlude-performance	if	viewed	from	above	presents	itself	as	
a	 DO	 NOT	 ENTER	 sign:	 a	 10’	 circle	 of	 600	 pomegranates,	 blood	 red	 and	
glistening,	 bisected	 by	 a	 row	 of	 unfired	 white	 porcelain	 pomegranates.	 A	
woman	barefoot	and	clad	in	black	begins	walking	the	bisecting	line,	crushing	
the	white	fruit	into	shards	with	each	step.	The	traverse	signals	threshold	and	
path,	barrier	and	the	way	through	as	well	as	the	simultaneity	of	two	worlds.	It	
speaks	also	to	the	vulnerability	and	raw	exposure	felt	as	feet	land	in	a	world	
in	 between,	 neither	 here	 nor	 there;	 barren,	 white	 and	 devoid	 of	 promise;	
homeless,	landless,	yet	bound	by	the	edges	of	otherness.	
	
	
The	Nightingale	and	The	Rose	
	

The	poet	carries	the	cage	within	himself,	within	his	own	breast,	where	
a	 bird	 is	 held	 captive.	 This	 bird,	 represented	 by	 some	 poets	 as	 a	
restless	nightingale,	 is	 constantly	agitated	and	 impatient,	pining	 for	a	
nameless	beloved	who,	though	not	entirely	attainable,	is	won	only	after	
tortuous	ordeals.	(Tanavoli,	71)	

	
In	 literature	 and	 the	 decorative	 arts,	 the	 Nightingale	 and	 Rose	 is	 a	

metaphor	 for	 the	 beloved	 and	 lover	 par	 excellence;	 the	 rose	 is	 beautiful,	
proud,	 and	 often	 cruel,	 while	 the	 bird	 sings	 endlessly	 of	 his	 longing	 and	
devotion.	The	Nightingale	and	the	Rose	series	brings	the	ancient	panegyric	of	
the	 Nightingale	 and	 Rose	 (Gol-o-Bolbol)	 and	 the	 promise	 of	 love	 to	 the	
contemporary	setting,	addressing	the	dynamics	of	food,	economy	and	human	
relationships	 in	 our	 evermore-globalized	world.	This	work	 appropriates	 the	
Persian	concept	of	the	nightingale,	and	gives	it	a	new	form	in	the	chicken,	the	
common	bird,	and	the	everyman.	It	is	a	particular	Persian	cultural	reference,	
translated	 into	 a	 more	 general,	 or	 widely	 understood	 image,	 in	 order	 to	
broaden	the	manifold	possibilities	of	association	and	interpretation.	
		 The	 Nightingale	 and	 The	 Rose	 series	 consists	 of	 fourteen	 individual	
works,	only	 two	of	which	will	be	 treated	 in	 this	writing:	Re	Member	Dis	 and	
The	Nightingale	and	The	Rose	video.	
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Re	Member	Dis		
	

	
Re	Member	Dis,	2016	
HD	video:	cast	green	ware	porcelain,	brush,	chicken,	knife	

	
Re	 Member	 Dis	 is	 a	 short	 video-diptych	 seen	 as	 a	 meditation	 on	 the	

relationship	between	women	and	the	home,	and	the	hidden	 labor	embodied	
in	 making	 home	 what	 it	 is:	 the	 centering	 and	 gathering	 of	 family	 and	
community.	 It	 is	 also	 a	 dialogue	 of	 hands,	which	 is	 in	 part	 captured	 by	 the	
woman’s	hands	preparing	the	chicken	for	cooking,	as	well	as	assembling	the	
ceramic	chicken.	It	can	further	describe	the	idea	of	separation	from	the	home,	
of	work	outside	the	home.	

The	 ceramic	 chicken	 signals	 the	 sense	 of	 beauty	 and	 decoration,	 a	
figurine.	 Ceramic	 objects	 are	 bound	 up	 in	 the	 idea	 of	 home	 making,	 the	
unfolding	of	the	domestic	world,	normally	seen	as	the	sphere	of	women.	The	
objects	gathered	mark	the	home,	and	the	gathering	of	both	objects	and	family	
become	the	imprint	of	the	homemaker.	

In	the	making	of	the	ceramic	chicken	the	hands	work	smoothly,	gently,	
making	small	adjustments	to	the	position	of	legs,	wings	and	body.	Sensitivity	
and	 rhythm	 are	 expressed	 as	 if	 scripted	 or	 scored	 like	 music.	 It	 is	 both	 a	
methodical	and	lyrical	assemblage.	

In	 the	 cutting	 of	 the	 chicken	 the	 motion	 is	 stronger,	 yet	 precise,	
surgical.	 You	 feel	 the	 inherent	 violence	 in	 the	 knife:	 the	 parting	 skin,	 the	
severing	 of	 muscle	 and	 sinew,	 and	 the	 snapping	 of	 joints.	 The	 audible	
component	absorbs	and	repels.	You	can	almost	feel	the	tendons	cutting	loose	
from	their	mooring	to	bone,	a	letting	go	of	the	last	vestige	of	being	whole,	of	
becoming	food,	the	prepared	meal.		

There’s	a	certain	sensitivity	to	this,	to	the	making	and	un-making	of	the	
chickens.	The	hands	bear	knowledge	that	gauges	weight,	shape,	and	texture;	
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they	anticipate	the	end	as	they	have	a	direction	already	in	mind	as	they	work.	
There	is	little	deliberation,	more	deliberate	act.	They	know	the	material	in	its	
native	 state	 and	 are	 alert	 to	 the	 subtle	 changes	 as	 they	move	 through	 each	
stage.	
	
Remember:		 To	bring	to	mind,	to	bear	in	mind.	 	 	
Dismember:	 To	sever	the	limbs,	partition,	divide.																																											
Member:			 To	belong	to	a	family,	group,	or	tribe;	Constituent	piece;	limb.	
	
	
The	Audience	and	The	Nightingale	and	Rose		
	

	
The	Audience	and	The	Nightingale	and	Rose,	2016	
time-lapse	video	photography	with	dripping	water,	cast	porcelain	green	ware	
chickens,	dried	roses	



17	
	

	
The	Audience	and	The	Nightingale	and	Rose	(detail)	

	
This	installation	consists	of	a	video	projection	and	un-fired	clay	bodies	

of	chickens.	The	video	projections	of	The	Nightingale	and	The	Rose	captures	a	
small	stream	of	water	falling	over	the	breast	of	an	un-fired	porcelain	chicken,	
and	 suggests	 a	 meditation	 on	 dissolution	 and	 dissolve.	 Where	 the	 kiln	 fire	
fixes	 into	 permanence	 and	 durability,	 water	 incises	 and	 dissolves,	 holds	
potentiality	in	suspension.	Where	once	the	figure	of	the	bird	was	waiting	for	
the	 fire	 to	 secure	 his	 being	 as	 commodity,	 collectible	 and	 object	 of	 desire,	
water	 now	 reverses	 and	 erases.	 This	 proposes	 a	 death	 before	 life,	 a	
redirection.	 It	 is	 an	exploration	of	 that	 elemental	destructive	unfolding,	 that	
beautiful	 death.	 The	 crowd	 of	 birds	watching	 the	 video	 bear	witness	 to	 the	
destruction,	yet	at	the	same	time	are	implicated	in	their	passivity	as	if	a	nation	
turning	away	from	the	truth	of	torture,	or	the	disruption	of	lives	and	cultures	
beyond	our	own	borders,	the	border	itself	becoming	an	abyss	between	truth	
and	 the	 body.	 In	 effect	 they	 are	 witnessing	 their	 own	 dissolution,	 or	 the	
potential	for	it.	The	structure	of	their	world	and	its	freedoms	and	privilege	is	
being	undercut,	compromised	and	erased,	while	the	source	of	the	failures	and	
fractures	remains	invisible,	or	very	nearly	so.	Here	the	headless	are	gathered	
by	 the	 spineless	 as	 if	 the	 hollow	men	 of	 Eliot,	 “leaning	 together,	 headpiece	
filled	with	straw.”	Yet	there	is	no	head	to	fill,	or	eyes	to	see	that	the	body,	the	
body	 politic	 is	 the	 same,	 and	 that	 the	 trickling	 stream,	 the	 silence,	 is	 what	
ruptures	the	dream	of	a	democratic	nation.	
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Domestic	Affairs	
	

The	 collection	 of	 installations	 included	 in	my	Domestic	 Affairs	 series	
signals	 a	 shift	 in	 my	 work	 on	 two	 levels.	 In	 this	 series	 I	 begin	 to	 retrieve	
common	objects	from	broader,	if	not	universal	sources,	in	order	to	articulate	
my	 interest	 in	 addressing	 current	 global	 socio/political	 phenomena	 and	 to	
investigate	the	possibility	of	imbuing	everyday	objects	with	voices	that	speak	
beyond	 their	original	use	or	 intent.	Further,	 in	 this	 series	 I	begin	 to	explore	
ways	 in	which	my	work	can	resonate	 in	the	rather	strange	and	magical	pre-
cognitive	bandwidth,	the	area	where	one	has	a	visceral	or	emotional	response	
to	the	work	at	hand.		Part	of	this	is	deeply	personal	since	I	find	that	more	often	
than	 not	my	 reaction	 to	 the	 conditions	 and	 unfolding	 news	 of	 the	world	 is	
emotional	 at	 its	 core:	 the	 shuttering	 of	 borders,	 the	 fear	 of	 otherness,	 war,	
intolerance;	the	bodies	of	children	at	sea	or	in	a	river,	avarice	at	the	expense	
of	 the	 natural	 world	 with	 little	 forethought	 to	 the	 damaged	 inheritance	 of	
those	 that	 follow;	 all	 of	 these	 and	more	 strike	me	 first	 as	 if	my	 body	were	
woven	into	the	tender	fabric	of	the	world.	It	is	this	kind	of	response	I	seek	to	
uncover	in	my	work.		

To	be	sure,	 the	 intellect	 is	 to	be	called	 forth	 in	this	work	as	well.	The	
objects	 I	 choose	 to	 work	 with	 have	 multiple	 associative	 and	 symbolic	
possibilities	 and	 are	 best	 engaged	 through	 a	 kind	 of	 cognitive	 mapping	 of	
their	origins,	uses,	references	and	suggestive	potential.	Yet	it	is	through	their	
composition,	 placement,	 material	 transformation,	 reconfigured	 adjacencies,	
their	temporal	and	spatial	displacement	that	I	seek	to	engage	the	body	of	the	
viewer,	 to	 perhaps	 elicit	 the	 deeper	 emotional	 response	 and	 insight.	
Ultimately	 this	work	 locates	 itself	 in	 the	 idea	of	 translation,	as	 in	 its	earliest	
meaning,	 “to	 carry	 across”,	 and	 here	 meant	 to	 carry	 the	 object	 from	 one	
meaning	or	use	to	another,	while	also	moving	its	import,	its	affect,	from	mind	
into	body.	

My	 series	 Domestic	 Affairs	 (2017-2018)	 began	 with	 a	 memory	 of	 a	
Persian	folklore	centered	on	the	jam	e	chehel	kelid,	The	Cup	of	Forty	Keys,	that	
was	 used	 in	 rituals	 surrounding	 childbirth	 and	 the	 protection	 and	 proper	
guidance	 of	 children	 in	 the	 first	 forty	 days	 of	 their	 lives,	 as	 well	 as	 rather	
mystical	beliefs	about	keys,	water,	healing,	and	the	banishment	of	the	evil	eye.	
The	magical	qualities	of	the	Cup,	its	ability	to	unlock	hidden	passages	gained	
certain	urgency	for	me	when	the	Trump	travel	ban	was	put	 in	place	in	early	
2017.	The	idea	that	passage	denied	could	be	triggered	by	events	beyond	your	
control,	 and	 centered	 on	 the	 color	 of	 your	 skin,	 your	 religion	 or	 nationality	
struck	me	 viscerally	 and	 deeply.	 Indeed	 I	 have	 discovered	 that	much	 of	my	
work	as	an	artist	finds	its	genesis	in	some	form	of	societal	fracture,	injustice,	
or	environmental	predation.		

As	 these	 inquiries	 often	 go	 in	 my	 curious	 meanderings,	 keys	 led	 to	
doors,	 doors	 led	 to	 houses	 and	 the	 idea	 of	 home,	 and	 thus	Domestic	 Affairs	
investigates	 the	 idea	 of	 home	 in	 body,	 structure	 and	 land,	 and	 explores	 the	
culturally	 embedded	 promise	 of	 security	 and	 hope	 engendered	 in	 the	
archetypal	house,	as	well	as	the	ideas	embedded	in	‘wall’,	‘gate’	and	‘key’.		
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In	 this	 series	 of	 work	 I	 explore	 the	 idea	 of	 home	 with	 the	 figure	 of	
home	 most	 of	 us	 would	 draw	 easily	 as	 children:	 roof,	 walls	 and	 door	 or	
window.	 The	 objects	 I	 created	 for	 this	 part	 of	 the	 series	 centered	 on	 this	
image	of	home,	and	took	as	their	point	of	departure	two	material	explorations	
that	 carried	with	 them	 various	 associative	 qualities.	 The	 first	 of	 these	were	
done	 in	 porcelain	 and	 intended	 to	 examine	 the	 idea	 of	 fragility	 and	
vulnerability	 coupled	 with	 the	 culturally	 embedded	 assumed	 security	 of	
home.	The	second	part	of	this	series	explored	a	material	called	Egyptian	paste,	
which	 by	 most	 accounts	 is	 believed	 to	 be	 the	 oldest	 man-made	 material,	
predating	glass.	My	 interest	here	was	 to	gather	 together	our	 first	concept	of	
shelter	 with	 one	 of	 our	 earliest	 material	 constructs	 in	 order	 to	 ground	 the	
thinking	in	its	origins	of	shelter	and	making.	

Hood,	2017	
cast	porcelain	houses,	emergency	blanket	(detail)	

	
The	exploration	of	 the	concept	of	home	can	reveal	deeply	ambiguous	

and	 complex	 phenomena:	 its	 interface	 with	 identity,	 its	 connections	 to	
security	 vs.	 openness	 to	 difference	 and	 other,	 it	 can	 embody	 the	 sense	 of	
inclusion/exclusion,	displacement	and	belonging.	

Most	 of	 us	 think	 of	 home	 as	 a	 place	 of	 protection	 and	 safety,	 tucked	
under	 the	 sheltering	 eave.	 This	 conceptualization	 of	 home	 is	 manifest	 as	 a	
physical	place:	a	room,	a	house,	a	neighborhood,	our	homeland,	our	birthright,	
but	 can	 also	 be	 articulated	 in	 our	 bodies,	 language,	 etc.	 It	 is	 the	 sense	 of	
belonging	to	place,	culture	and	history.		
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In	Your	Backyard,	(video,	audio	installation)	2019	
emergency	blankets,	copper	tubing,	Egyptian	paste,	siren,	oil	barrel	drum,	tree	

	
We	tend	to	map	the	contours	of	security	and	safety	 into	 the	 image	of	

home	 as	 a	 protective	 refuge,	 a	 shelter	 from	 the	 storm,	 as	 if	 they	 were	 the	
essential	constituent	parts	of	making	a	home.	If	so	then	what	becomes	of	the	
homeless,	 the	unmooring	of	 the	subjects	of	exchangeable	 labor,	 the	children	
born	into	diaspora,	or	on	the	other	side	of	the	wall	or	border,	those	that	live	in	
the	 cracks,	 fissures	 and	 shadows	 of	 the	 world;	 what	 happens	 to	 those	
consigned	 to	 forage	 through	 the	 wasteland	 of	 broken	 promises?	 What	
happens	 when	 we	 live	 in	 fear	 or	 hatred	 of	 otherness,	 homelessness,	 of	
alterity?	

Two	of	the	works	in	this	series,	Wall,	and	Gate	seek	to	locate	the	body	
in	 a	 place	 of	 yearning	 anticipation,	 of	 wanting	 to	 reach	 for	 the	 other	 side,	
beyond	 the	 barrier	 and	 border.	 In	 the	 first	 of	 these,	Wall,	 the	 room	 for	 the	
installation	is	divided	into	two	halves.	The	viewer	can	enter	into	one	side	or	
the	other,	but	once	 there	 cannot	 cross	 to	 the	opposite	 side.	The	wall	 in	 this	
instance	is	composed	of	thirteen	transparent	panels	with	each	one	grounded	
in	 concrete	 building	 blocks,	 as	 if	 the	 foundation	 of	 home.	 The	 panels	 are	
scaled	to	the	size	of	a	door,	and	carry	an	array	of	white	porcelain	doorknobs	
suggesting	an	array	of	choice,	yet	none	can	turn,	nor	open	passage	to	the	other	
side.	On	one	side	of	the	installation	a	single	white	porcelain	key	is	suspended	
from	a	golden	thread,	swaying	and	turning	gently,	yet	just	out	of	reach.	

Wall	 seeks	 to	 locate	 the	 viewer	 into	 the	 realm	 of	 dreams	 denied,	 to	
articulate	 into	 the	 body	 the	 sense	 of	 being	 born	 into	 family,	 culture	 and	
history,	 yet	 one	 of	 otherness,	 of	 lack	 and	 deficiency,	 of	 being	 on	 the	wrong	
side	of	 things.	With	viewers	on	both	sides	of	 the	wall	gaze	 is	met	with	gaze,	
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anticipation	for	the	other	side	is	met	with	the	barrier	of	false	promise,	yet	too,	
sameness	and	difference	blur,	and	Wall	begins	to	propose	otherness,	both	as	
deficiency	and	yearning,	but	also	as	Said’s	seeing	‘the	entire	world	as	foreign	
land’,	the	alterity	of	transcendent	cultural	diversity.	
	

	
Wall,	2017	
cast	porcelain	door	knobs,	plexiglass,	concrete	blocks	

	
Wall	(detail)	
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In	the	dream	of	home	there	is	the	sense	of	reaching	home,	of	having	the	
key	 to	enter.	What	happens	when	the	dream	is	ruptured?	What	 if	 the	key	 is	
always	just	out	of	reach,	the	promise	of	entry	denied?	What	if,	as	noted	earlier	
in	 this	writing,	 the	ground	shifts	beneath	your	 feet	 just	as	you	reach	 for	 the	
door	and	the	promise	is	held	in	abeyance?	
	

	
Gate,	2017		
cast	concrete,	cast	porcelain,	plexiglass,	sand,	steel	armature	
	

	
Gate	(detail)	
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While	 the	 installation	Wall	 proposes	barrier	 and	promise	denied,	 the	
installation	Gate	proposes	passage	and	a	dream	held	in	suspension.	

This	is	the	passage	between	immanence	and	transcendence,	the	liminal	
threshold.	It	is	the	space	between	separation	and	acceptance.	It	is	a	world	of	
anticipation,	ambiguity	and	exile.	This	is	the	breech	between	what	you	leave	
behind	and	what	you	yearn	for:	home,	mobility,	and	freedom.	To	awake	here	
is	to	find	you’re	suspended	in	the	rift	of	homelessness,	and	longing	to	arrive.	

While	the	Domestic	Affairs	series	is	a	collection	of	ten	individual	works,	
the	 last	 two:	Wall	 and	 Gate,	 best	 signal	 a	 shift	 in	 my	 work,	 as	 seen	 in	 the	
selection	 of	 appropriated	 objects	 from	 ones	 specific	 to	 my	 own	 cultural	
history	 to	 ones	with	more	 universal	 and	 common	 recognition.	 	 Further	 the	
work	here	is	more	closely	scripted	to	elicit	responses	that	may	be	sensed	or	
felt	before	being	cognitively	known.	The	work	begins	to	look	for	the	affective	
trigger.	
	
	
Affect	and	the	body	
	

I	 have	 always	 been	 dissatisfied	 with	 work	 that	 just	 appeals	 to	 your	
intellect	and	does	not	actually	 involve	you	 in	a	physical	way.	For	me,	
the	embodiment	of	an	artwork	is	within	the	physical	realm;	the	body	is	
the	axis	of	our	perceptions,	so	how	can	an	art	afford	not	to	take	that	as	
a	starting	point?	We	relate	to	the	world	through	our	senses.	You	first	
experience	 an	 artwork	physically.	 I	 like	 the	work	 to	 operate	 on	 both	
sensual	 and	 intellectual	 levels.	 Meanings,	 connotations	 and	
associations	 come	 after	 the	 initial	 physical	 experience	 as	 your	
imagination,	intellect,	psyche	are	fired	off	by	what	you’ve	seen.	(Mona	
Hatoum	in	an	interview	with	Michael	Archer)	

	
Within	 the	 reason/emotion	 binary,	 there	 is	 a	 dissolution	 or	 rupture	

that	 exposes	 the	 felt	 filaments	 and	 threads	 of	 subjectivity	 in	 an	 interaction	
with	 patterns	 of	 sensation,	 currents	 of	 force,	 ways	 of	 knowing,	 feeling;	 the	
sense	of	dread	that	creeps	up	your	neck,	hair	standing	on	end,	or	the	rush	of	
blood	in	the	blush	of	love.	This	affect	surges	outside	or	underneath	the	grid	of	
the	language	of	reason,	and	traces	the	ways	that	our	responses	are	folded	into	
tissues	of	 feeling,	 sensation,	 and	emotion	 rather	 than	 the	 cognitive	 self.	 It	 is	
here	that	much	of	my	work	seeks	its	grounding,	to	set	the	stage,	as	it	were,	for	
the	response	first	felt	in	the	body,	before	the	mind	seeks	to	take	the	wheel.		

Much	 of	 Mona	 Hatoum’s	 early	 work	 explores	 issues	 of	 forced	 or	
voluntary	 dislocation	 and	 exile,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 confinement	 and	
marginalization	 embodied	 in	 borders	 and	 nationhood.	 This	 work	 is	 often	
interpreted	at	the	political	level	in	relation	to	her	particular	background	as	a	
Palestinian-Lebanese-British	artist,	yet	 in	the	1990’s	she	begins	to	shift	both	
her	 methodology	 and	 focus	 from	 one	 of	 performance	 and	 specific	 political	
discussion	to	installations	and	investigations	of	artifacts	as	signifiers	of	home	
and	the	familiar.	Her	work	begins	to	explore	household	objects,	domestic	and	
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human	 conditions,	 and	 shifts	 in	 scale	 that	moves	both	 object	 and	 idea	 from	
local	to	global.	

In	her	later	work	Hatoum	begins	to	explore	issues	that	are	intended	to	
unsettle	 and	 engage	 the	 viewer	 with	 conflicting	 emotions	 of	 fear	 and	
fascination,	desire	and	revulsion,	to	propose	an	affective	response.	She	begins	
to	work	with	 common	 or	 familiar	 objects	 from	 the	 domestic	 world:	 cheese	
graters,	 light	 bulbs,	 chairs,	 beds,	 cribs,	 dinnerware	 etc.	 All	 these	 are	
transformed	 into	 objects	 of	 danger,	 fear,	 unpredictability	 and	 a	 lingering	
uneasiness.	 A	 cheese	 grater	 the	 size	 of	 a	 room	divider	 seems	 to	 express	 its	
capacity	to	shred	the	body.	Indeed	Hatoum’s	use	of	the	body	has	also	shifted	
from	 the	performance	with	her	own	body,	 to	 one	of	 an	 implied	presence	of	
body,	perhaps	the	viewer’s	body.		
	 In	Sous	Tension	 (1999)	Hatoum	assembled	shiny	stainless	steel	kitchen	
utensils	for	grating,	straining,	and	skimming	on	a	wooden	table	where	slowly	
pulsing	light	passes	through	electrical	wires	and	connects	the	objects	to	each	
other	and	to	the	floor.	The	installation	is	charged	and	sizzles	with	electricity	
presenting	 the	 viewer	 with	 a	 palpable	 sense	 of	 danger	 that	 affronts	 the	
perception	of	the	familiar	objects	of	home.	A	protective	fence	surrounds	this	
installation	 yet	 the	 viewers	 still	 feel	 the	 perceived	 threat	 from	 the	 audibly	
active	electric	currents.	Here	her	work	insists	on	making	the	familiar	strange,	
the	normal	odd.	Familiarity	and	strangeness	lock	together	in	an	uneasy	dance,	
revealing	the	unsettling	danger	in	the	familiar.	
	 Here	we	 can	 apprehend	 the	 shift	 in	 the	 artist’s	work	 from	 the	 specific	
and	local	discourse	to	one	that	captures	the	world	at	risk	and	peril,	one	that	
re-contextualizes	the	conversation	and	insight	to	global	concerns.	We	can	also	
see	(or	feel)	the	shift	in	her	work	to	one	that	assumes	the	presence	of	a	body	
and	all	of	 its	affective	sensitivities;	 the	spiraling	 twisted	 fibers	and	alternate	
ways	of	knowing,	pulsing	beneath	the	cognitive	self.	
	
Silent	Scream	
	

Everyday	 life	 is	 a	 life	 lived	 on	 the	 level	 of	 surging	 affects,	 impacts	
suffered	 or	 barely	 avoided.	 It	 takes	 everything	 we	 have.	 But	 it	 also	
spawns	a	series	of	little	somethings	dreamed	up	in	the	course	of	things.	
(Stewart,	9)	
	
In	this	three	part	series,	one	of	which	is	treated	here,	I	explore	affective	

modes	of	perception,	and	how	our	 interactions	are	not	simply	cognitive	and	
cerebral,	 but	 also	 deeply	 rooted	 in	 our	 emotive	 and	 physiological	 selves.		
Simultaneously	 this	 work	 continues	 my	 exploration	 of	 the	 socio-political	
landscape,	both	past	and	present	and	how	we	choose	(or	not)	to	participate	in	
its	shape.	

A	porcelain	hot	water	bottle	is	cradled	in	a	shield	of	ice	suspended	with	
two	thin	chains	disappearing	into	the	darkness	above.	The	ice	is	hung	at	eye	
level.	 The	 porcelain	 bottle	 glows	 within	 the	 ice,	 creamy	 pink.	 Its	 shape,	 its	
very	 being	 is	 at	 first	 elusive,	 shadowy,	 with	 just	 the	 vague	 outline	 of	 a	
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silhouette	 suggesting	 its	 presence.	 The	 ice	 is	 too	 dense,	 and	 clouded	 with	
trapped	air,	as	if	the	truth	inside	is	obscured	by	multiple	layers	of	deceit	and	
subterfuge.		

As	you	stand	close	you	sense	the	cool	of	the	ice,	but	feel	the	warming	
air	 around	 you.	 The	weight	 of	 the	 ice	 troubles	 the	 chains	with	 tension.	 Yet	
somehow	 there	 is	 a	 rupture	 in	 your	 sense	 of	 this.	 It	 seems	 inside	 out,	
precarious,	 loaded	with	 imminent	 failure.	 Your	mind	 traces	 the	 illogic	 of	 an	
ice-bound	 hot	 water	 bottle,	 while	 your	 body	 surges	 with	 sensation	 and	
expectancy.	 The	 temperature	 of	 the	 room	 touches	 your	 skin	 differently,	
dangerously,	as	the	ice	glistens	with	its	own	sweat,	dripping	slowly,	certainly	
into	 small	 pools	 on	 the	 floor.	 You	 look	 at	 the	 chains	 again,	 noting	 their	
proximity	 to	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 ice.	 You	 feel	 that	 edge	 in	 your	 body.	 It’s	 sharp	
with	a	keen	anticipation	of	the	slow	exposure	of	the	skin	of	the	bottle,	tender,	
vulnerable	and	you	sense,	before	you	see,	the	first	notching	jerks	in	the	ice	of	
the	 chain	 slipping,	 and	 the	 ice	 tipping	 away	 from	 vertical	 into	 the	 yaw	 of	
gravity.	

As	 the	 ice	melts	 the	body	of	 the	bottle	 slowly	 reveals	 itself,	 and	as	 if	
gazing	 into	 the	 disappearing	 haze	 of	 a	 clouded	 mirror	 you	 begin	 to	 see	
yourself:	 an	 empty	 vessel,	 headless,	 perhaps	 heedless,	 with	 gaping	 mouth	
frozen	into	a	silent	scream.	The	impending	shatter	of	the	clay	body	presents	a	
sense	of	contingency	and	precariousness,	the	anticipation	of	fracture.	Here	the	
systemic	 failures,	 fragilities	 and	 unpredictability	 of	 living	 in	 this	 historical	
moment	 is	 felt	 bone-deep	 before	 the	 truth	 of	 it	 is	 fully,	 mindfully	
apprehended.	 This	 work	 calls	 to	 you,	 presses	 against	 you	 with	 a	 sense	 of	
urgency	to	act,	to	place	your	affective	agency	into	the	breach.	
	

	
Silent	Scream,	2018	
time	lapse	video	projection,	cast	ice,	cast	porcelain	hot	water	bottles,	chains	
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Silent	Scream	(details)	
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The	Garden		
	
No	one	wants	to	believe		
that	the	garden	is	dying,	
that	the	heart	of	the	garden	has	swollen	under	the	sun,	
that	the	mind	of	the	garden	is	slowly,	slowly	
being	emptied	of	the	memories	of	green,	
and	the	garden	feels	as	if		
it	is	some	solitary	thing	that	has	rotted	in	its	isolation.	
	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 –	Forough	Farrokhzad	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Farrokhzad	in	her	poem	My	Heart	Aches	for	the	Little	Garden	describes	
a	garden	in	a	season	of	loss	and	emptiness	from	the	differing	view	of	Father,	
Mother,	 Brother	 and	 Sister,	 each	 with	 their	 own	 sense	 of	 dismissal,	
resignation,	 carelessness	 and	 despair.	 The	 poem	 is	 a	 testament	 to	 loss,	 and	
stands	in	contradistinction	to	the	classical	view	of	the	Persian	garden.			

In	Persian	literature,	the	word	garden	“pardis”	derives	from	the	word	
“paridaiza”	 which	 literally	 means	 “walled	 garden“	 and	 is	 perceived	 as	 a	
luminous	 and	 perfumed	 place,	 populated	 by	 a	 number	 of	 angelical	 and	
beautiful	 creatures.	 The	 philosophical	 design	 concept	 of	 Persian	 gardens	 is	
thought	to	have	its	origin	in	the	four	sacred	elements	of	water,	wind,	fire	and	
soil.		(Mahmoudi)	

My	work	 in	 The	 Garden	 began	with	 a	 cheap	 plastic	 vessel	 I	 brought	
back	 from	a	visit	 to	 Iran	 in	2016.	Aftabeh	 is	 a	historic	 ritual	pouring	vessel.	
Traditionally	 these	 ewers	 were	 made	 out	 of	 metal	 or	 ceramics	 and	 were	
accompanied	 by	 a	 bowl	 used	 for	 washing	 hands	 before	 or	 after	 a	 meal.	 In	
religious	ceremonies	these	were	used	to	pour	rosewater	on	the	hands	of	the	
pious.	The	history	of	the	particular	ewer	design	that	I	reference	in	this	work	
dates	to	the	1980s	and	this	specific	version	is	a	mass-produced	cheap	plastic	
vessel	designed	for	cleansing	yourself	after	defecating	or	urinating.	

Historically	 gardens	 often	 have	 deep	 philosophical	 and	 cultural	
underpinnings	and	through	their	design	and	disposition	a	trove	of	references,	
associations	 and	 insights	 can	 be	 read.	 They	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 cognitive	
landscape,	 coded	 like	 a	 cipher,	whose	 truths	 can	 be	woven	 into	 a	 narrative	
thread.	Yet	perhaps	first	they	are	a	place	to	still	the	mind	and	open	the	door	to	
other	senses	of	perception:	the	soft	buttery	glow	of	a	crocus	at	the	edge	of	the	
last	spring	snow;	the	cool	of	the	stone	bench	to	your	hand	in	the	early	light,	or	
the	warmth	of	the	same	stone	in	the	evening	beyond	the	slanting	rays	of	the	
sun;	the	bird	song	from	the	dark	wood	at	the	edge	of	the	garden,	or	the	lazy	
drum	of	bees	wings;	the	sharp	scent	of	lavender	as	you	brush	your	hand	in	the	
tresses,	or	the	astringent	sap	of	the	cedar	bough	you	touched	on	your	way	in;	
the	little	voices	of	water	lapping	at	the	edge	of	the	fountain	or	the	slap-slap-
slap	of	 the	sprinkler	at	 the	 lawn	beyond;	 the	still	quiet	of	 the	 lone	rock	 in	a	
wave	of	carefully	raked	stones.	
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Garden	:	Recalling	Paradise,	2019	
2	benches,	4	channel	audio,	2	video	projections,	cast	porcelain,	wood	
	

	
It’s	the	Fishes’	Problem,	2019	
still	shot	from	Garden	:	Recalling	Paradise	central	HD	video	projection	
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Garden	:	Recalling	Paradise		(detail)	

	
Two	white	benches	wait	at	the	edge	of	the	garden.	As	you	sit	stillness	

settles	 in	with	you.	You	may	have	 the	sense	 that	 something	has	 just	 left	 the	
garden,	as	if	your	heart,	your	blood,	are	too	fast,	too	hot	for	this	place,	and	that	
you	are	now	the	one	being	watched	in	trepidation	or	anticipation;	that	what	
you	 bring	 to	 this	 place	might	 be	wreckage	 and	 despair,	 the	 failed	 state,	 the	
black	 seeds	 of	 avarice	 and	 acquisition,	 traces	 of	 which	 linger	 still	 in	 the	
chattering	 bones	 of	 this	 soil.	 Perhaps	 you	 bring	 the	 deceit	 of	 freedom	 and	
prosperity	 thrown	 forth	 like	a	chit	 in	a	war-game,	only	 to	 roll	away	and	 fall	
through	the	cracks	of	the	sewer	grate.	Or	perhaps	what	you	bring	to	this	place	
might	 be	 what	 was	 once	 lost	 long	 before,	 the	 project	 of	 humanity,	 of	
deepening	stewardship	and	care	for	the	tender	root,	the	soil,	the	air,	and	that	
it	is	the	ghost	of	hope	that	waits	at	the	edge,	watching.	

In	 this	 place	 complexity	 and	 simplicity	 are	 layered	 into	 each	 other.	
Each	part:	garden,	sky,	pool,	rain	seem	stripped	to	minimal	component	pieces,	
yet	they	speak	through,	to,	and	across	each	other	as	if	an	ensemble,	a	chorus	
of	 voices	 whose	 time	 has	 come	 and	 gone	 and	 what	 lingers	 is	 a	 sadness	 of	
memories,	banished	dreams,	the	promise	revoked;	resignation.	

A	 field	 of	 80	 white,	 gold-tipped	 toilet	 brushes	 push	 skyward	 like	
flowers	rising	from	a	black,	foursquare	garden,	the	anchoring	figure:	precise,	
Cartesian,	regimented	and	male.	Above	them	in	mirror	image	hang	four	black	
squares,	 threatening	clouds,	and	from	these	72	suspended	aftabeh	with	gold	
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spouts,	 tipped	as	 if	 ready	 to	pour,	and	all	of	 them	white,	 save	 for	one	 in	 the	
distance	a	dusty	red.	

At	 the	center	of	 this	 is	a	pond,	or	rather	a	 toilet	bowl,	 flickering	with	
the	movement	of	two	goldfish,	trapped	in	the	still	water,	looking	for	the	edge.	
One	pushes	sideways	along	the	shallow	shelf	as	if	to	beach	itself	or	climb	from	
the	bowl	 finding	 its	 legs.	 The	other	ducks	 repeatedly	 into	 the	darker	 recess	
and	protection	of	the	bowl’s	throat.	

Above	you	to	your	 left	a	man’s	voice	reads	the	poem,	My	Heart	Aches	
for	the	Little	Garden,	softly,	metered	with	a	tinge	of	regret.	Above	you	to	your	
right	 a	 woman’s	 voice	 reads	 the	 same	 poem	 in	 Farsi,	 its	 native	 tongue,	
lyrically,	 imbued	 with	 angst	 and	 yearning.	 The	 voices	 are	 slightly	 out	 of	
rhythm,	on	the	edge	of	discordant	as	if	waves	from	two	seas	meeting,	yet	both	
being	water,	if	you	listen	closely	to	the	longer	cycle	they	find	the	contrapuntal	
pacing,	word	for	word.	

In	the	distance	a	video	streams	an	image	of	a	plant,	potless	with	tender	
roots	exposed	at	the	edge	of	what	once	was	the	safety	of	its	container.	Water	
streams	over	the	plant,	almost	invisibly.	The	leaves	dance	as	if	in	rain,	bright,	
full,	shimmering	in	deep	green.	Yet	at	its	feet	the	soil	begins	to	soften,	fail	and	
wash	 away.	 It	 seems	 strange,	 perhaps	 an	 impending	 death.	 Your	mind	may	
register	the	irony	of	washing	roots,	as	if	a	ritual	cleansing,	or	trace	the	idea	of	
“being	 soiled”	 here,	 to	 this	 bright	 plant	 in	 fertile	 ground,	 and	 bristle	 at	 the	
thought	of	conflating	this	rich	humus	with	being	dirty,	or	other,	to	be	cleansed	
or	washed	away.	
	

	
Root	wash,	2019	
still	shot	from	Garden	:	Recalling	Paradise	wall	HD	video	projection	
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Root	wash	(detail)	

	
	
The	 sound	 of	 rain,	 falling	 gently	 into	 a	 canopy	 of	 trees,	 weaves	 into	

your	senses.	The	quiet	hush	and	cool	sound	tempering	the	stillness	with	the	
comforting	freshet	you	may	feel	on	a	summer	night	while	listening	through	an	
open	window.	This	is	a	deception.	While	the	rhythm	of	rain	and	voices	weave	
the	contours	of	an	aural	fabric,	a	thin	protective	shroud,	the	longer	rhythmic	
cycle	 is	 interrupted	by	 the	 sound	of	 the	 rushing	vacuum	of	 a	 toilet	 flushing,	
and	you	look	to	the	safety	of	the	fish.	Still	there.	Still	trapped.	Still.	

Yet	 this	stillness	 isn’t	quite	what	 it	 seems.	You	hear	 the	grinding	of	a	
small	motor,	and	catch	the	twitch	of	a	brush,	the	struggle	to	live,	to	turn,	and	
you	 realize	 that	 while	 most	 of	 the	 brushes	 are	 fixed,	 several	 twist	
unpredictably	on	their	axis	as	if	locked	inexorably	in	a	dance	with	forces	too	
great	to	overcome,	yet	spinning	slowly	with	the	shadow	of	a	memory	of	what	
once	 was,	 the	 possibility	 of	 reaching	 into	 light,	 while	 their	 bright	 gold	 is	
burnishing	to	dusty	black.	

	
The	 plastic	 ewers,	 vessels	 of	 cleansing	 or	 ritual	 purification,	 shift	 to	

precious	 objects	 in	 porcelain,	 tipped	with	 gold	 luster,	 and	 collectible	 in	 the	
domestic	 realm,	 then	 speak	 of	 fragility	 and	 vulnerability,	 held	 in	 precarious	
suspension.	As	you	look	up	again	you	may	notice	that	one	of	the	aftabeh	has	a	
gold	spout	pointed	directly	at	you,	perhaps	your	head	or	heart.	It’s	unsettling,	
as	 if	 looking	 into	the	barrel	of	a	gun.	You	have	the	sense	of	being	surveilled,	
these	 being	 the	 many	 eyes	 watching,	 drones	 in	 the	 sky,	 or	 soldiers	 with	
barrels	in	martial	salute.	The	one	red	aftabeh	troubles	the	edge	of	your	vision,	
and	you	return	to	it	time	and	again.	Its	otherness	making	it	more	visible	even	
as	it	hangs	further	away.	The	red	cloud,	red	rain,	blood	in	the	air,	its	potential	
danger	 and	 poison	 signaling	 a	 chemical	 bomb,	 or	 the	 IED	 hidden	 among	
similar	objects,	as	if	waiting	for	the	luckless	pedestrian,	child	or	soldier.	
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Toilet	Brush,	2019	
slip	cast	porcelain,	18k	gold	and	copper	luster,	gear	motor		

	
	

	
Aftabeh,	2019	
slip	cast	porcelain,	18k	gold	luster,	microfilament	fish	line	
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	 You	 trace	 back	 to	 the	 slow	 swing	 of	 the	 bent	 brush	 that	 suddenly	
seems	weaponized,	 explosive,	 and	 lethal	 as	 if	 to	dare	your	 feet	 to	 tread	 this	
ground.	 Or	 perhaps	 they	 appear	 as	 dandelions,	 invasive	 and	 spreading,	 not	
quite	contained	by	 the	border.	You	have	 the	sense	 that	 the	 “walled	garden”,	
the	 luminous	 and	 perfumed	 place	 is	 not	what	 it	 once	was,	 that	 it	 has	 been	
poisoned	from	within,	or	indeed	that	it	has	always	been	mythical,	 just	out	of	
reach	 and	 like	 the	 jam	 e	 chehel	 kelid,	 the	 keys	 to	 this	 place	 are	 elusive,	 the	
dream	further	away	now,	 in	 this	historical	moment,	 troubled	by	 the	binding	
chains	of	borders	and	otherness.	You	 feel	perhaps	 that	 the	 safety,	 if	 not	 the	
very	 idea,	 of	 home	 and	 homeland	 are	 being	 poisoned	 by	 political	
intransigence	and	fear.		
	

The	 Garden	 strictly	 seen,	 is	 a	 collection	 of	 objects,	 gathered	 from	
disparate	times	and	places,	yet	ready	to	hand	and	familiar,	and	common	in	the	
world	of	their	origin.	Some	carry	with	them	their	use	and	histories,	and	their	
muted	voices	of	daily	ritual	cleansing,	 largely	hidden	 from	view,	as	required	
by	the	proscriptions	of	cultural	etiquette,	while	at	the	same	time	indicating	a	
more	profound	ethnic	and	cultural	cleansing,	as	if	an	existential	component	of	
“being	soiled”.		

In	 this	 garden	 the	 commonplace	 objects	 are	 the	 crop	 of	 mass	
production,	born	into	the	world	of	the	consumer,	and	as	such	they	represent	
the	 strange	 fruit	 of	 global	 petrochemical	 production	 and	 the	 market	 of	
consumable	goods.	Their	presence	in	the	garden	suggests	their	implication	in	
the	 death	 of	 the	 garden,	 yet	 their	material	 transformation	 in	 this	work	 also	
implies	the	possibility	of	re-framing	the	premise	of	capital	acquisition,	to	one	
of	 the	ecology	of	mindful	stewardship	and	the	 labor	of	careful	making;	 their	
material	transformation	from	plastic	to	ceramic	signals	a	form	of	resistance	to	
the	project	of	modernity.		

Gathering	them	here	calls	them	out	from	quiet	stillness	into	a	focusing	
of	 their	 voices,	 from	 silence	 or	 inchoate	 chatter	 and	 babble,	 through	
rudimentary	syllables	of	hope	or	despair	to	a	speaking	of	ideas	and	potential.	
To	collect	them	from	remote	geographies	and	cultural	histories,	to	transport	
them	 from	a	different	 time	and	place,	and	 locate	 them	 in	The	Garden	 in	 this	
way	is	to	begin	to	articulate	what	I	find,	feel	and	see	in	the	world.		

The	Garden	 is	the	myth	turned	on	its	head,	and	proposes	an	alternate	
view:	 alluring,	 tempting,	 beautiful,	 fruitful,	 yet	 very	 nearly	 dead,	 with	 its	
“heart…	swollen	under	the	sun”.	It	proposes	that	the	project	of	humanity	is	an	
idea	not	a	promise:	mutable,	fragile,	and	at	this	moment,	hanging	by	a	thread.	
Thus,	as	in	any	garden,	it	is	a	project	that	requires	deliberate	maintenance	and	
care,	 calibrated	 to	 the	 task	 at	 hand.	 Within	 the	 walls	 of	 this	 garden	 the	
vestiges	 of	 resilience	 and	 renewal	 shimmer,	 as	 if	 under	 rain.	 To	 recall	 this	
garden	is	to	draw	it	back	from	the	edge	of	the	abyss.	To	recall	this	garden	is	to	
remember	what	perhaps	never	was,	but	what	could	still	be.	
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The	work	discussed	here	is	my	small	piece	of	truth,	and	examines	the	
potential	 for	 objects	 to	 speak	 beyond	 themselves;	 that	 through	 careful	
appropriation,	 material	 transformation,	 reconfigured	 adjacencies,	 and	
temporal	 and	 spatial	 transport	 the	muted	 silence	 of	 the	 common,	 everyday	
object	or	lost	artifact	could	be	developed	into	a	grammar	layered	both	with	its	
original	 history	 of	 utility	 and	 cultural	 consignment,	 as	well	 as	 the	 evocative	
possibilities	 indicated	 in	 the	 manifold	 translations	 of	 the	 work	 and	
installations	 described	 herein.	 Thus	 the	 pomegranate,	 the	 mass-produced	
curio	or	souvenir,	and	once	the	symbol	of	life,	beauty,	and	abundance,	can	be	
called	upon	to	speak	to	its	recent	and	ancient	history,	as	well	as	to	gather	into	
its	 voice	 the	 idea	 of	 identity	 in	 the	 feminine	 body,	 death	 and	 the	 loss	 or	
rupture	 of	 love.	 Or	 the	 image	 of	 home,	 collectible	 in	 its	 own	 way	 and	
nominally	 seen	 as	 a	 symbol	 of	 safety,	 security,	 family	 and	 the	 promise	 of	
freedom,	here	in	this	work	the	image	of	home	begins	to	disclose	the	barriers,	
borders	and	denials	hidden	within	the	folds	of	a	dream;	to	see	the	promising	
threshold	 as	 breech	 or	 rift,	 and	 the	 key	 just	 out	 of	 reach.	 Or	 the	 hot-water	
bottle,	common	rubber	object,	symbol	of	comfort	and	perhaps	a	mother’s	love,	
when	cast	 in	porcelain,	 shrouded	 in	 ice	and	hung	by	 chains	evokes	a	bodily	
sense	 of	 contingent	 vulnerability,	 and	 the	 apprehension	 of	 this	 historical	
moment.	

	
Ultimately	 my	 work	 as	 an	 artist	 explores	 the	 voices	 of	 curios	 and	

collectibles,	 the	 lost	 artifact,	 or	 forgotten	 story,	 the	 consumable	 good,	
tchotchke	and	souvenir,	each	with	their	own	history	and	use,	each	with	their	
own	 significance	 and	 association,	 yet	 each	 imbued	with	 the	potential	 to	 say	
more.	 My	 work	 as	 an	 artist	 is	 to	 carry	 the	 multiplicity	 of	 references	 and	
indications	of	 their	original	voice,	 their	affective	promise	and	disclosure	and	
to	develop	a	grammar	of	objects;	 to	gather	 the	 fragments	and	 fractures,	 the	
disruptions	 and	 denial	 of	 our	 world;	 the	 glimmering	 hope,	 resilience	 and	
renewal,	 and	 to	 discover	 the	 threads	 that	 bind	 local	 to	 global,	 personal	 to	
universal,	to	narrate	my	small	piece	of	truth	and	weave	it	into	this	map	of	our	
making.	
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