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Figures with rotund bodies bearing tiny wings, the bleakness of the background in formal conformity with the
foreground, the sparseness of details, the dominance of flat, earthly colors, the appearance of two animal characters,
and a pot whose flowers look like cotton are significant to me in the latest works of Mohammad Hossein Maher
("Game", +2 Gallery, Tehran, September 2023). Each of these elements refer to a specific period in the work of an artist
whose brush has stroked many canvases and whose mind has been in constant dialogue with techniques and with his
surroundings. Perhaps "Game" is a compilation of Maher's diverse experimentations with different subject matter. My
reading of this collection places it along the current state of human societies and their relationship to their environment.
This note is greatly informed by Margaret Wheatley's Who Do We Choose to Be?

Human civilizations, in the not-too-long history of humanity on our planet, regardless of what technologies they were
equipped with and what belief systems they professed, have acted pretty much in the same way. They have coursed
through similar crests and falls; even their lifespan has been roughly the same (ten generations). A civilization forms
around a pivotal and altruistic drive (the age of pioneers), strives to improve human life by expanding its reach (the age
of conquest), improves on its modes of operation (the age of commerce), generates wealth and capacity (the age of
affluence), becomes preoccupied with itself (the age of intellect), and distances itself from the formative ideas it began
with (the age of decadence). Every generation lives in more comfort than the previous but this comfort doesn't lead to
gratitude; it leads to a feeling of inadequacy and unhappiness. From this point of view, all civilizations are bound to
collapse — the more we progress the more we want and the less satisfied we are. The wild horse of imagination wants
more territories to claim and to do so it needs to expend more energy, energy that becomes less and less available.
The relationship between background and foreground in these works is obvious and important to me. It's as if forms
are not there only to make characters come out. If the background is void of details, underlining nothing in particular,
the characters also have nothing to show. Theirs is more like a humdrum and harmless presence that doesn't affect
their surrounding — they can easily be part of the background (wallpaper) — and their environment is much like an
infant's room in a middle-class family. The lack of distinction between background and foreground is no doubt due to
the similarity of color and texture, but curves play and an important role. Angles and edges do appear here and there
— the triangular ears, feet, and legs of dogs in one canvas and the legs of the sofa in another — but curves predominate
and soften the edges. Abrasions are smoothed out. The combination of curves and non-invasive colors do not allow
for tension to interpose. It is enough, however, for me to look at these canvases and a feeling of earthy heaviness
overwhelms me. If there is still life in these canvases, listlessness is supreme. Curves and colors have taken the teeth
from characters. It is as if they are submerged in a deadening comfort and their tiny wings cannot lift them from the
state, they find themselves in.

Characters are engaged in a game, a sedentary one. What is in their hands appears at first to be cards. The outline of
a table here and there reinforces this conclusion. A second look made me think that they could also be mobile phones,
which have the same function — they are nodes of distraction. They could also be drink, a few. The artist has chosen
the title "Game" for this collection, which has taken 10 years to complete. Perhaps "entertainment", which is a subset
of game, would've been more appropriate. Characters are trying to entertain themselves.

Previous works of Mohammad Hossein Maher reveals an artist who has always dealt with fundamental issues relating
to his surroundings. He says in an interview that most of his time is spent wrestling with a subject matter (with the
exception of "Shock" series, which took place following the 2009 upheavals known as the Green Movement) that
attracts his attention and, to untangle it, he goes to the drawing board, to examine the limitation of the medium, to



evaluate the size of the work apropos the subject matter, and to survey his potential audience. The execution of the
work is, to him, the least demanding part of artistic creation. | see his work as a desire to connect, to understand and
establish a relationship with what we know as "outer reality": the ecology, the spirit, or the rituals associated with it. If
he focuses on the south of Iran (where he is from), it is to bring out the "spirit" of "Jonub" (1990-95) along with the
smell of its spices, its accents, the imaginary world of its stories. Through such themes, Maher has tried to see who
his heroes are, the ones that have guided him in his quest for the roots of his relationship with the world. | can see his
"Masks" as a study of human faciality — what is it in a human face that makes it eternal? — to arrive at the primal
essence of human beings.

Human being is at the center of his attention even when he focuses on plants. His plants appear to me to have come
out of annals of taxonomy. The first time | saw these works | realized my deep connection to them. The artist is using
illegible scripts, however, to remind me how much of my relationship with my surrounding is informed by my desire to
understand and classify objects. | have passed these plants countless times without paying attention to their incredible
beauty.

In "Monuments" (2012) | see how contemporary humans are dwarfed by their creations. Next to these monuments,
human forms appear like effigies. Monuments at once stand witness to human greatness and fragility.
To keep their subjects happy, to guarantee their continuity, civilizations have constructed monuments (hospitals and
legal courts), raised institutions (the military), built structures (dams and mines), and drafted contracts (constitutions
and declarations). They plough and excavate the land, improve their means of exploitation, bring more wealth, and
engage in wars attrition, and to do so they inevitably widen their sphere of environmental destruction. Those who
benefit from the riches find "leisure” time and do things that at the beginning of that civilization were considered "luxury”
or "decadent" and the subaltern live under conditions deemed, by the very standards of those civilizations, to be
inhuman. The civilization tries to deal with such inequalities by doing what it knows best — exploiting resources more
— and even though it diversifies social classes, it also deepens the rift between them, not to forget depleting the
resources of those who live outside the civilizational sphere. The inevitable outcome of civilizational expansion is
environmental degradation, on the one hand, and the inefficiency of its institutions, organization, contracts, and
structures, on the other. To meet the goals that it has set for itself, a civilization must degrade the environment and
suppress any ambitious desire for freedom and equality between humans (what is better known as social control).
Look at from this vantage point, "Game" is showing us individuals in what we can loosely call the contemporary middle-
class. The people of "Game" have enough material comfort to lead a life of leisure, but their wings are small and has
no power to uplift them. A debilitating self-sameness permeates their lives, but their distractions don't allow them to
be conscious of it. A dog lounging next to characters in one of the canvases may be a companion who can save them
from utter loneliness or possibly watch over their interests, but it can hardly constitute a way out of the insecurity and
solitude of their lives. The cotton plant stands for fluffy comfort, a civilizational ploy (planting and harvesting cotton is
the beginning of our current civilization) to keep subjects tame. The sculptures of a winged dog and a boar (two boars
also appear in a canvas) point to those outside the civilizational sphere - terrorists, the uncivilized.
"Game" pictures a situation in which human characters are slaves of their lifestyle and cannot comprehend the disaster
that has befallen them. Perhaps it functions as a mirror for its viewer to reevaluate their civilization and see the role
they play in its evolutionary course. Perhaps "Game" can reveal what our civilization has made of us and make us see
the inevitability of collapse directly related to our way of life.
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