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An alternating current is an electric current which periodically
reverses direction and changes its magnitude, in contrast to direct
current, which flows only in one direction. It involves continuity,
reciprocity, symmetry... a relational principle which, when it becomes
the leitmotif of an exhibition, brings with it a powerful feeling of
hope. It calls into question the hierarchies that have structured and
marked our collective history - relationships of domination by one
part of the world over another, but also between humans and
‘non-humans’, when it is now commonly accepted that forms of social
exclusion and the depletion of the planet's natural resources are in
some ways interlinked.

In this sense, the works assembled in the exhibition Alternating
Currents, conceived by artist and curator Mamali Shafahi, are very
much of their time. What they have in common is that they seek
reform, ‘a re-formulation of worlds’, as he puts it: new options for the
future, here in the shape of a quest for an aesthetic. There is also the
idea of the ‘formula’, or the meaning given to this act, be it magical or
sacred. Mamali explains that the idea of this exhibition was born
‘when a set of arguments and connections made it possible to strike
up a collective conversation with the artists shown here’ about
possible visions of the future - a preoccupation he shares with many
artists of his generation. The idea of a collective exhibition, involving
diverse points of view and forms of expression, thus grew out of

his view that no single artist can express a complete panorama of
ways the future may be envisioned, or account for it alone.




To evoke these worlds as they are imagined and co-produced, the
works focus on a variety of processes - production, fabrication,
transformation, decomposition, reuse - that question how our
environments are produced and how they, in turn, affect and

condition us.

The work of humans and non-humans

The way things, beings, and motifs are arranged in the exhibition, like
collages or multiple layers, one over the other, sheds new light,
without prior categorization or differentiation, on manufactured
objects, human and animal bodies, plants and new technologies. It
elicits new associations between different methods of production, or
denounces the perverse effects of too close proximity. Thus we
identify objects, animals and plants, all of them presented as things:
fabrics, a lemon, a croissant, a fish, a hand, agricultural plots, a pair of
glasses, a leopard print, a poppy (or dandelion?), a shadow, a shell, a
glass, pipes, wavelets, a jug, a key, a human organ, a dog, a chain and
a brain: beings and objects vibrating in two or three dimensions but
skilfully structured according to the message each carries.

By demonstrating the links between material and tool, between tool
and finished object, and raising issues of finitude, abandonment and
reuse, recycling, dismemberment, and how objects are assigned to
particular functions (is this a copper pipe or a musical instrument?),
the exhibition questions the ‘social trajectory’ of objects, whereby
their status (e.g. from raw material to work of art) and context
alternate between production, promotion, abandonment, oblivion
and disappearance - even, at times, 'from the dustbin to the museum’




and the achievement of heritage status, to name but a few of their
possible destinies.

Questioning value systems, classifications and categorisations
(beautiful/ugly, useful/useless, popular/uncreative), the
standardisation of modes of production and of our lifestyles, but also
the participation of objects in our social life... this is what the artists in
the exhibition are jointly doing here, reminding us of the extent to
which our existences are at grips with things, what Bruno Latour has
called ‘interobjectivity’: | impact the object (or the Other, non-human)
as much as it impacts me. | both reject and identify with it. Our
interaction is not only serious, but inevitable. In the case of this
exhibition, in a series of works whose message and vibrant aesthetic
attract us in equal measure, the artists experiment with this
displacement, this re-formulation. The diversity of viewpoints offered
here is not only the result of the artists' diverse origins; it also refers
to a plurality of ontologies, of interacting modalities of existence:
insects look at us, trees tell us things, objects act. These non-humans
blur the borders between subject and object. Their status as agents
highlights connections and associations, but also discontinuities or
heterogeneities.

Bodies are also a part of these exchanges and trajectories. They
contribute to the coherence of the exhibition: a bundle of affections,
capacities and energies, as if fundamental to the viewpoints
expressed in the works - as, for example, in the work of Molly Palmer,
where the artist establishes this sought-after continuity between
humans and non-humans, all united by a universal substratum.




Others take it further still, establishing a metaphysical continuity
between nature and culture, a form of ‘perspectivism’, as Viveiros de
Castro might say, in which the gaze of animals and elements of
nature, resting on us, becomes a matter for exploration and the
object of a new natural contract, based on an anthropology of
everything existing, including non-humans: plants, animals,
machines, and more.

Some works present the body as the object of some form of
commodification, as Mamali Shafahi notes: ‘In these works, the body
often appears impacted, abused, tired or torn... Tired because the
misfortunes we face, a result of the depletion of resources, the
exclusion of humans, technological domination and inequalities, also
affects us in our bodies, which therefore go into resistance mode.

Indeed, in Hamid Shams' work, for example, the body is an eternally
absent figure, its ghostly presence only hinted at through situations
and spatial configurations. But at the same time it is a body with
feelings, desired and desiring, consumed in fleeting amorous
relationships whose ambivalence the artist describes, from ‘the search
for immediate satisfaction, for instant pleasure, abandonment’, to
feelings of of disenfranchisement and loss of self, and the violence
they involve. Most of the time, the objects and the way they are
displayed are the real players in the stories the artist tells us. They
evoke ambiguous situations and implicit interpretations, while
referring to concrete physical actions, by a body caught up in singular
situations but never actually represented. Sometimes, at least,
animals, and the unconscious movements of attraction or repulsion




they suggest to the artist supply a metaphor for it. It may be a deer,
whose photo we see in Portrait d'un cerf dans une forét brumeuse au
coucher du soleil (2021), or a ‘hybridised wild cat’ in Comfort Zone
(Series 2021), all that remains of which is the skin, made into a sling, a
fetishistic object relating to sadomasochistic practices: animals that
are often sacrificed, as is the person in a love relationship. This is the
central "contract" of this last work:

‘If I am to love the other, | must sacrifice a part of myself’

The artists’ work on the body and the object also questions the very
processes of production of the works and their resultant value. Here
again, Mamali Shafahi explains:

‘What interests me in these works is their virtuosity, the technical
know-how (painting, sculpture, installations) they display, the
inspirations behind them, from pop culture to symbolism, their
formal fluidity, but also the way this virtuosity is used to sustain a
critical discourse on the sophistication of the various modes of
production. This also raises issues of an artist's practice, to the
fragility of their situation today, in a context where everything is
shifting and changing.

Thus the question of the actual physical force needed in artistic
production is raised by Molly Palmer in some of her painted works,
such as Muscle Beach Miami Condo (2010) or My Guns (2010), where
the depiction of limbs and their musculature highlights the
relationship between the finished work and the process of production




by an actual body, deploying the artist's energy to produce, to
transform the materials used:

‘| study anatomy and the way our organs circulate energy round our
bodies a lot... | had health issues, with chronic fatigue, and was
bedridden for a year and a half... During this time | looked into the
links between magic and medicine and became interested in the
notions of energy and strength. | had always been a physically fit
person, and | was shocked to find that | suddenly had no energy, no
strength. What happens when the flow of energy cannot be
expressed physically, and it becomes a closed circuit?’

For Octave Rimbert-Riviere, the technical process, although it
determines the work to a great extent, is an integral part of it:

"I work in a studio (ISO Amsterdam) where artists, craftsmen and
designers are all concerned with the question of practices, of
'making'. During my initial training at the Beaux-Arts de Lyon, | always
went against the grain of the dominant trends, being more interested
in traditional techniques, plaster, bronze and resin than in video (...),
when | arrived in Amsterdam, | learned about 3D, because | was
interested in how the digital process related to the creative process
and work on materials. But when | was at the Sandberg Instituut, |
heard that they had a glass workshop, and | thought: | want to learn
how to work with glass, | want to come with my moulds and blow in
them!’

So, the organic vitality of his Tea Pot (glazed earthenware, 2020) is




made possible by 3D production. The artist first works with simple
geometric forms and distorts them by hand. But the works are
produced first in virtual reality before being printed and moulded:

‘| wanted to know how to give sculptural reality to 2D objects but also
to make sure that these objects have their place in the sphere of
ordinary, everyday life, not just in the art world. So it is a teapot in
transition, but it is functional.

This process is ongoing: in other works, what was once functional
(plaster moulds, scrap objects) is recycled into other sculptures,
allowing for ‘a functional-non-functional game of hide-and-seek’
(Untitled, 2020, glazed earthenware, plaster).

These modes of production and 'objects’ careers' thus provoke
stimulating thoughts about transitions - from material to form and
from form to function. Many of the works point to interactions
between distinct spheres: from the technical to the organic, from
everyday object to artwork status, from the profane to the sacred,
while at the same time proposing a reversal of perspective on
categories traditionally thought of as distinct in most of our Western
societies.

Towards new worlds? Forms and uses of the past, visions of the future
This is notably the case with Ida Johnson and Simon Saarinen. In their
work, the border between nature and culture is blurred, giving way to
a symbiosis that highlights the interdependent relationship between
man and nature. A poetic vision of the Anthropocene that confronts




us, more than ever before, with the infinite interweaving of the human
and non-human worlds, in the form of a world where people are
attentive to nature under a new relationship, in which every context is
subject to new questioning. In their installation A (proposed) garden
of mutated weeds, for example, the artists ask how to construct our
relationship to the garden:

'How can we relate to the garden without enforcing violence? Is it by
taking care, by observing?’

The project grew out of on the observation that, in the 1990s, there
was an increase in the resistance of certain plant varieties to
herbicides widely used in agricultural production, and in particular to
one case that occurred on Australian farms in 1996. With this event in
mind, they begin to reflect on mutations, the adaptation of species
and the production of 'variants'. Reaffirming our interdependence
with the environment, quoting Anna Tsing and her Mushroom at the
End of the World, they investigate the triangular relationship between
‘nature’, machines and human agency, placing themselves in the
shoes of one or other in turn, and questioning, as artists, their own
responsibility.

The omnipresence and impact of technology in our daily lives is also
an issue that some of the artists confront. Octave Rimbert-Riviere
explains the emancipatory virtues of the use of 3D, which, rather than
what it might seem, i.e. a loss of link with matter and reality,
constitutes an emancipatory and liberating path, likely to produce
alternatives to the dominant currents:




3D has also become widely accessible, in the spirit of a
reappropriation of technical knowledge by all, of do-it-yourself, which
can initiate, or be a part of, a process of resistance to markets, to the
domination of technical knowledge usually out of our reach, towards

user autonomy.

This does not prevent the artist from asking the fundamental
question of artifice through this use of technology. This question is
posed, for example, by his Tea Pot - a closed, opaque form, but very
loaded as well, because of the artist's interest in the surface as a
'space of excess'.

‘| always work on the idea of confronting what is open and what is
closed, what is visible and what is buried, hidden and revealed, on the
interior, the structure of things, the artificiality of the surface, on the
ambiguity of appearances. In my series on glass heads, | worked on
carnival motifs, on inversions.

These points of view also raise the fundamental question of the
relationship to time of each of the artists in the exhibition, a
relationship inevitably rooted in a distinct social and cultural
geography, and the forms of knowledge that emerge from it. Homa
Delvaray explains it this way:

'‘My relationship to the past is inevitable. My own life, my way of life,
is full of paradoxes and | can only explain these paradoxes by looking
back to the past. If | don't want to think like a Westerner, | have to be
aware of my past. And | try not to repeat the clichés of the past, and




to change my approach!

She also uses calligraphy and weaving as references to forms and
practices inherited from her work, Talisman of Khash (2020), in order
to question dynamics and states of mind:

| asked myself where exactly we can find identity, define it and say
something new - have a new dialogic with this identity. The
relationship with miniature and Kufic banna'i calligraphy; the role of
typography, the art of carpets, Iranian handicrafts.. | especially
wanted to understand the structure of thought involved in Iranian
handicrafts, in architecture, which led me to make this ‘fabric statue’.

Others, like Alidad Jalali, refer to the past through the prism of the
objects themselves, taken as artefacts, whose reuse and
recontextualisation invite us to rethink how we perceive them, but
also on the practices or situations they relate to: the art of weaving, or
of hospitality, as with the Akram cushion (2020), which belonged to a
great aunt now deceased, or Untitled 2017, a kind of ready-made, a
sample,or remains the artist proposes we reconsider. Or the political
situation as with SHENKESH (series 2017), this ‘useless tool’ referring
to the 2017 demonstrations against the government and to the
impression, described by the artist, where 'you are ready to act, you
have everything but the tools to do it'.

These works, produced by Iranian artists living and working in Iran,
question how we appropriate the past in a particular way, pointing
out the link between our capacity to seize on memorial forms, traces




and uses of the past as part of a process of resistance to an overly
hegemonic reading of history, and the eternal present of a political
situation in which it is hard to envisage the future.

As for Hamid Shams, he considers this relationship with time from the
point of view of the ‘artification’ of everyday objects, of sacralisation
and desacralisation. He explains Comfort Zone:

'The urinal becomes a piece of scenery, a stage set. The objects
change their status. They don't work.

By becoming a work of art, is the object not made sacred? The work
is a sculptural object, and what might otherwise be urine becomes an
‘offering’ of rose water mixed with salt, flowing from drips on the wall,
leaving marks and engaging in a reflection on the question of
purification, the dirty and the clean, as well as on the profane and the
sacred.

Others consider heritage, or the reference to a ‘tradition’, through the
prism of objects from popular culture - the definition of which,
moreover, is problematic. Homa Delvaray asks, for example, whether
the West has imposed this notion on Iran:

‘Whether it's religion or superstition, they shouldn't be called
“popular culture”. Anyway, they are not limited to rural areas, you only
have to look at us in this huge city of Tehran: anything that is not
proven is superstition, don't you think? Why talk about popular
culture?’




lda Jonsson & Simon Saarinen highlight the forms of segregation
symbolised by objects, using the figure of the garden gnome, a
relatively déeclassé object that inhabits our suburban cultures but is
nonetheless effective in questioning a certain number of relationships
between dominant and popular cultures, or our relationship to the
garden and working the land.

‘The gardener being a guard for this space, we could be a gardener by
guarding, protecting, observing. The gnome is a kind of spiritual
gardener’

With motifs like the tapestry and the gnome, they question popular
culture, folklore:

‘Gnomes and machines, as folk, also belong to what is usually
considered as peripheral. But we believe folk is also shaping culture in
a more democratic way. For instance curtains are related to a certain
knowledge, craft, tradition which may be transmitted. But
unfortunately usually folk is rejected as just fun.

Rimbert-Riviere's photographs of animals suggest a quirky,
old-fashioned, kitschy and grotesque world.

Through these categories, the artists question belonging,
displacements, shifts between distinct social statuses and aesthetics.
What is interesting is to see these references brought face to face and
setting up a dialogue in the exhibition space. Indeed, the challenge of
Alternating Currents is also to show how these circuits, with their




roots in distinct temporalities and geographies, nevertheless point to
a form of common cosmology, of shared anxiety constantly seeking
decentring. It argues not only for a shared vision, from diverse
perspectives, of the world, our shared world, of the same planetary
crisis. ‘Many worldviews, only one world’: that is the ontological
contribution of this exhibition. Could art represent this ‘global’ way of
looking at it? Mamali Shafahi reminds us that these objects, however
old-fashioned they may be in the cultural contexts to which they
belong, are above all perhaps old-fashioned in the world of art: ‘it is
above all in the language of contemporary art that these objects look
old-fashioned, downgraded, even corny.

When asked what they expected from the reception of their works by
the ‘local’ public, most of the artists replied that they were curious,
expectant, and committed to the vision of the curator as he presents
this bold, collective display of their works at the Dastan Gallery in
Tehran. While some have emphasised the open, broadly interpretative
dimension of their works, others also point to their sensitive
dimension, one that may be read differently than through the prism
of politics and potential censorship. As Ida Jonsson & Simon Saarinen
say:

‘We had to bring to Tehran (as we do not speak Farsi nor write it)
images and sensations more than words. And we also trust in
Mamali's curatorial ability for the exhibition, especially to approach
this subject through different ways.

The effectiveness of the connections and circulations the exhibition




invites us to reflect on thus also depends on the diasporic
composition of the artists participating. Iranians by birth, living in
Tehran (Homa Delvaray, Alidad Jalali) and in Paris (Hamid Shams);
Swedes and Finns, French and English living in Amsterdam (lda
Jonsson & Simon Saarinen, Octave Rimbert-Riviere, Molly Palmer);
French living in Saint-Etienne (Josefa Ntjam); Italian living in Brussels
(Jacopo Pagin)... all meet here temporarily, although they may also
have met before during residency programmes (notably at the
Rijksakademie in Amsterdam), at their respective galleries, or in other
cases through distant friendships.

By eliciting connections between these works - and between them
and his own - Mamali Shafahi shares with the audience the trust and
familiarity that unites these artists, their practices and their visions.
Once again we see how art, contemporary art, far from setting one
against the other in the vast world of art, makes interconnections
possible. It undermines the frontiers erected between nations and
cultures and, through the objects on show, our presence and the ties
that bind us, remakes the world within the exhibition space.

Sophie Brones, Amin Moghadam




