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Dastan in Conversation with Parviz Tanavoli 

Dastan*: Our first question is about “Virus of Collecting”, the title of this exhibition and your book. Why do you 

consider collecting a virus?  

Parviz Tanavoli: While the most common forms of collecting are quite pleasant and exciting, the path I took 

turned into an incurable disease.  

Dastan: Are you implying that, by some means, your passion for collecting turned into an obsession and went 

out of control?  

P. T: You can find the answer to this question in the other publications on my collections. I have more than 10 

volumes on my collections. The second book scheduled to be published is ‘Kitchen Utensils’, and the third, 

‘Personal Grooming Tools of Ladies and Gents’. Once these become available, you can see what I went through 

in order to collect the pieces in the collection.  

Dastan: What features in these objects connect them together?  

P. T: “Things” also have families and are better understood when they are placed in their families. Each family in 

itself belongs to a tribe, and they would make them even more comprehensible. These tribes, if come together, 

you shall see a nation. Everyday tools and devices have things in common. For example, all nations use 

needles, scissors, and thimbles. If you collect thimbles from different areas around the world, while their 

functions are the same, their styles and engravings are different and unique. All objects, whether handmade or 

machine-made, are collectable; from hairpins and brushes to tools of various trades.  

Dastan: In the book “Virus of Collecting”, you have explained how you met the creators of the art works of your 

collection. But no direct reference has been made to how you obtained these works. Since you were personally 

acquainted with these artists, did you receive the pieces as gifts or did you purchase them?  

P. T: I purchased my students' works, either from themselves or from the galleries that represent them. The 

works of my contemporaries, however, I received mostly as gifts or we swapped works.  

Dastan: In collecting these pieces, did you follow a specific approach?  

P. T: Yes. I came to believe that I was collecting original and creative works of art, and I would choose the best 

that I could afford.  

Dastan: In your book you have mentioned that after the Revolution and your immigration to Canada, you 

stopped expanding your contemporary art collection. Considering the fact that a number of major Iranian 

contemporary art collectors live abroad, what stopped you from collecting Iranian contemporary art?  

P. T: When I realized that wealthier collectors with more resources had entered the market, I pulled back and 

spent my limited budget on my other collections as well as the works of my students.  

*Dastan’s Curatorial (Sam Roknivand, Firouzeh Saghafi, Taba Fajrak) 



Dastan: As an artist, what has been the effect of colleting on your artistic practice?  

P. T: More than one could imagine. Once I came across locks, steel pieces, and talismans, the influence of 

Western art started to give way to the Iranian icons and themes. For example, in my “Lovers” series, I not only 

used forms and shapes of locks, but adopted their function and mechanisms to my work as well. The Alams and 

other steel pieces have been exactly repeated in my sculptures, designed with talisman writings.  

Dastan: Collections usually reflect the personal taste of their collectors. Considering your diverse collections of 

carpets, Kilims, locks, and other Iranian handicraft, can we assume that you have been more interested in 

collecting traditional arts?  

P. T: The word handicraft is not a proper name for the pieces in my collections. It actually belittles them. 

Handicrafts are mass-produced copies of original arts. What you can find in my collections are all unique 

pieces of traditional arts and crafts. One cannot compare mass-produced carpets to the tribal weaves. You 

cannot compare a carpet to a nomad-woven Gabbeh. Most of traditional Gabbehs have nothing less compared 

to a work of art.  

Dastan: If you had the opportunity to expand your contemporary art collection, what works and from which 

artists would you choose?  

P. T: Certainly the younger generation of artists as well as those who bring originality and creativity to their art.  

Dastan: If possible, to better understand your taste, may we ask you to name a few?  

P. T: To name them would have no benefit. Most of them are still not well-known and need to be treated with 

care and attention. They are saplings, fresh, young, and promising. If exposed, they may not bear fruit.  

Dastan: Collectors are usually unwilling to sell a part of their collections, deeming it destructive to both their 

collection and their heritage. What has been the reason behind your decision to sell your collection of Iranian 

contemporary art?  

P. T: I agree that selling pieces of a collection would ruin it. However, I could see no other future for my 

collection. Had I found a proper museum of contemporary art, I would have made this collection a part of it, as I 

have already donated pieces from some of my other collections.  

Dastan: Besides collecting, preserving, and exhibiting works of art, museums usually take part in hosting 

rotating exhibitions and providing storage spaces for private collectors. Iranian museums do not have the 

means to offer such services at the moment. As a collector, what do you suggest should be done to tackle this 

problem?  

P. T: If you do a research on the major and most progressive collectors around the world, you will notice that 

they mostly donate their collections to a museum in their country. And the museums usually place these works 

in proper exhibition spaces and preserve them with extra care and attention. In Iran, unfortunately, we have no 

such options. We have a contemporary art museum which has no room for extensions or developments in its 

collection, and has a full storage. I initially had the intention to donate this collection, but I was left with no 

option. Selling this collection will at least move the artworks to another safe and proper collection.  



Dastan: Considering this large gap, what do you think the young generation of collectors should do?  

P. T: With regards to supporting collectors, I don't believe there are any institutions in the world that provide 

such services. Collecting is a practice taken up by more affluent people; it is fun and an investment. But for the 

young, who have limited funds, it should come from love, so much that they would sacrifice other things to pay 

for it. This being said, collectors around the world have societies and groups where they can meet and discuss, 

and show off their newly-acquired pieces to each other.  

In 1973, a group of collectors, both living inside and outside of the country, founded a society for carpet-lovers 

and we had gatherings in each other’s houses. I was voted the board director and we even held a few 

successful exhibitions at the Iran-America Society. Of those collectors, only Sirous Parham, Monir 

Farmanfarmaian, and myself were Iranian; the rest were either staff from embassies or foreign companies.  


