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Life on a thin shell
A conversation between Mahsa Parvizi and Zahra Ghyasi on “Habitat” Exhibition

- First of all, please explain to us the why and the how of the Habitat exhibition’s
formation.

Naturally, nowadays most of the people are involved in matters concerning the
environment. The artists in this exhibition are also trying to interpret these changes
in the earth’s condition in their art. Because habitat refers to the living part of the
earth and regions in which life is formed and keeps changing, the goal was to
display the works of artists who were concerned about these changes. These artists
have depicted the change in scenery and the shifting of positions, the human and
other living beings’ positions in their work. The idea was formed on my mind
based on the studies | had on Bruno Latour (the French philosopher) before, about
the living part of the earth being a shell. We think that we live on a globe and
because of that, the matter of distance appears more important to us than it actually
is. We think that if something happened to someone on another continent, he is
very far away from us; all while if we accept that we all live on earth’s thin crust,
we understand the levelness of this place. Therefore, the connection between the
creatures that live on this shell is much deeper than what we think it is. A small
place that we all live on it together. Today, we live on a new planet, which has
changed beyond some boundaries, some thresholds that we thought impossible to
revert after passing. | searched for this idea of setting foot on a new planet in the
artists’ work.

- How did you select the works? Did you know which artists to select based on the
predefined topic? Did you consult the gallery for the selection process and the
general procedure?

Thinking about habitat, we had certain areas in mind when it came to the selection
of artists. One was the substances and materials that are crucial to living on earth
and the changes these substances have seen to themselves; the second was non-
human living beings like plants, insects, etc.; and last was the humans on this new
earth. In these three parts the elements that have a considerable effect on life and
shape the foundations of habitat, and also the creatures that live in this place were
all taken into consideration. | have arranged this exhibition with the help of the
gallery. We sought artists whose art depicted such concerns. In some cases, the
artist might have had wholly different intentions while making the art but the
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placement of the piece in an exhibition with such topic had given new meaning to
the said piece. The works of this exhibition were not commissioned and the artists
have either given us works from their previous collections or made a new piece
concerning this new or one of their old collections.

- In other words, you tried to contextualize some of the works by displaying them
In this exhibition. Can you give us some examples?

Yes, exactly. When an artwork is associated with other artworks and a new topic, it
can obtain new meanings. For example, Shideh Tami’s paintings against the works
of Hoda Zarbaf and both of them alongside the drawings of plants genetically
mutated by atomic bombs, all of these together can give birth to new meanings.

- What was the process of producing and finishing these works? Did the layout or
the design of the exhibition in the gallery follow any particular concept?

As for the exhibition’s design, we thought about the kind of space Bavan Gallery
granted us. Three floors and pathways that connect these floors. The work that
Adele Farzindar and I made was not easy to be placed in the gallery, because of its
weight and also its need for a ceiling and therefore, it had to be placed in the
center. And so, we did the placement of the rest of the works based on that central
piece. Works that were made in accordance with the fundamental elements of
habitat and considered non-human creatures were placed on the first floor and we
aimed for these works to form a conversation with each other. In front of me and
Farzindar’s work is a piece by Mr. Afsari. His work which is from his polaroid
collection is in a way in conversation with ours. Afsari photographs while putting
his hand on the lens and in this way, he addressed the influence of humans on their
surroundings in a metaphorical and poetic way. Continuing to the first floor’s
lounge, the work of Ali Honarvar which is a memorial of the trees in a distant
future depicts a future in which, in the artist’s view, trees have become an
archeological phenomenon. These trees, on the other hand, are the work of
Samaneh Motallebi. Motallebi also addresses the fading of scenery and survival of
creatures that are extremely tough and can survive without food, light, etc. for forty
years. Together, these two pieces speak of a future where such things have become
memories and the only parts of it accessible to us are distant and vague echoes. On
the same floor, there are two paintings by Iman Ebrahimpour, which also point to
the future. These two paintings are of mines in northern Canada. A change in the
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scenery that will persist on earth even millions of years after humans. This piece
also talks about the change in the appearance and the essence of habitat.

- It appears that the works of Hoda Zarbaf and Shideh Tami also have a
conversation with each other.

Yes. Now, when we want to enter the second floor from on the staircase we see
designs that depict the humans’ intentional or unintentional influence on the
genetics of the plants and in this way they find a connection to the question of
human and humanity, and on the second floor, Hoda Zarbaf’s work shows this
connection by the deformation and decay of the human body by disease. Right in
front of it are two paintings by Shideh Tami, which confront the viewer with a
decaying human shell. It appears that this man is staring at its own disintegrating
body. In the courtyard, we have Pooneh Oshidari’s work, which is about the
destruction of Iran and Anzali Lagoon’s habitats. She had previously performed
this project in another format, and now she exhibited it in the Bavan Gallery’s
pool. Oshidari planted plants on her portrait and these plants are supposed to cover
the pool and the portrait in a couple of months. This piece addressed the creatures
that will be present before and after humans’ presence, and they will continue to
exist whether or not humans do. However, the effects we have on nature may end
up to our own demise. In the basement, the audience faces a video by Ali Phi. This
video is about the nature of the habitat and is concerned with its physical and
transcendental aspects, and it looks as if you are looking into this world from
another planet.

- Like “Occurrent,” the last exhibition you have curated, we see a combination of
different mediums on this exhibition. Even you and Farzindar’s piece in the
exhibition makes an attempt to link sculpture and painting. I’d like to ask for your
opinion regarding the different mediums.

While selecting the works or even thinking about an idea, | do not think about
media. The effects of the medium and its closeness to the concept are more
important to me. While choosing the artworks, aside from the works of two artists,
I was thinking about how their personalities and viewpoints complement each
other. | feel their worlds are close to each other, | cannot quite put my finger on the
reason for it but when they are together it works. Of course, whether or not the
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exhibition is limited to one form of media or not also depends on the curator’s taste
and their point of view. However, | believe in the face of some ideas, the painting
as a medium really limits the artist. This is the reason | started curating. Ideas that |
could not express in painting, | displayed by forming an exhibition and using other
artists” works as pieces in a bigger puzzle. In this exhibition, my friend and I, Ms.
Farzindar, who is a sculptor, also participated. | want to connect to the outside
world, which is not possible solely by my own media.

- Did you have a special goal by exhibiting works with environmental concerns?
Some of the artists and other people are engaged in environmental activities and |
think this is very valuable but the goal of the exhibition was not just to say let us
protect the environment. Years ago, | translated a book about the aesthetics of
nature, in which the fact that art had made humans aware of the environment and
how artists can prevent the destruction of nature through their art was discussed.
However, this was not my concern in the Habitat exhibition. As is specified in the
statement, the goal is exactly to discover this new planet that we are feeling under
our feet.

March 4, 2020



