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Sacred Geometry of Experience
An interview with Mehrdad Afsari by Zanyar Boloury

I see a serious and prolific artist with an
average of one exhibition per year when I look
back at Mehrdad Afsari’s portfolio. Unlike the
dominant general view on Iranian photography
atmosphere, Afsari rarely shows up in group
exhibitions and photo shows as an artist, jury
member whatsoever. He is always present
and absent in photography. Is there a certain
necessity for such productiveness in solo
exhibitions? Something like obligating oneself
to hold an exhibition each year? Don’t you think
such obligation – if any – has brought about ebb
and flow in your works?

The fact that I have an exhibition each year
does not come from any obligation. But
I believe every artist is working inside a
procedure anyway. According to Aristotle’s
theory that says viewers make artwork,
I like the viewer to see my works. I am not
afraid of being criticized. Instead, I believe my
work should be seen and analyzed as a work
of art. There were of course times I did not
have exhibitions for two or three years, and
sometimes I had exhibitions every year. In my
view and in one aspect this shows dynamicity
of an artist and personally I do not have a
critical view on this. Another point is this
that we shall never say anything we produce
and hang on the wall is always a good work.
This never happens. I think an artist has
good and bad periods in his artistic life. He
is sometimes on the apex of art, sometimes
in the middle and sometimes below the
standards. This is the attractive thing about
the process of working as an artist. Such
an ebb and flow can be seen in the works of
filmmakers too who have both good and bad
works. Such is the case in visual arts. On the
other hand, an interesting thing is this that I
do not put on display the collection I make at
the same period. This means my collections
have been displayed randomly. “The Gradual
Disappearance of Things” is a 10-year
project started in 2004 or the “America, the
Suspended Land” that was made in 2008 but
was displayed last year, or the previous work
“Sacred Geometry of Chance” that was made
in 2005 and put on display in 2012, i.e. eight
years later in Etemad Gallery. It is not the
case to force myself to work a collection and
display it the same year. I have many projects
already completed but they have to be mature
in my mind before going on public display.
Sometimes I put on display my moods in the
same year, like “Insomnia” that was displayed
in the same year that it was produced. This
challenge and procedure is interesting to me
without any negative aspect.

I think you belong to the sort of artists
whose works few critics dare to evaluate
in their generality. It is very difficult to link
“Photography as a Myth” to “America, the
Suspended Land”. Are your works in a way
experimentalism in the process of production?
Do you see this experimentalism as positive? This
experimentalism has turned itself into an everchanging process rather than a factor for rising or
falling processes. Do you believe in this idea that
one should necessarily have a specific and fixed
approach? I do not want to enter the argument on
photographer and author-artist because I believe
that in Iranian photography we have few authorphotographers and it requires another time and
opportunity to discuss why. Do you principally see
your works in the same line and connection?

In connection with your last question I should
say yes. In my opinion all my works are
connected to one another. Perhaps it is difficult
to visually connect these works but in view of
what happening behind these collections, we
can make a connection among them. What is
that connection? In the first place, all these
works belong to me. They show my different
forms and objectivities in various periods. To
be true, many people ask the same question.
I think to be different and to work differently
have become part of my professional
characteristic. One of my friends said it
was really impossible to guess what my
next exhibition might be. In 2000 I chiefly
worked on landscapes and displayed such
collections as “Road Panorama” and “Felt
Carpets” that were highly welcome. Once I
noticed that through those applauses and
appreciations it is the viewers who tell me
what to work. I am always against lauding
an artist and I do not want to be confined in
applauses. If they say I am a good man, I try
to do something to look bad. Perhaps this
has affected my working process as well.
Another point is this that due to the speed
of life, the working process in photography
is defined in a different way to me. One thing
that characterizes my work is my concern
about the photography itself, this media, i.e.
the nature of photography apart from what
it shows in surface level. I want to introduce
and challenge the environs of this media
and the revolving nature of photography in
my works. Now, if the critics want to see
the things openly linked to one another, in
order to be easy to analyze them, [smiling]
it is their view not mine. I do not want to
work according to the art fashion. I want
to be myself in my works. The badness or
goodness in my works is not important to me

at all. The most interesting thing for me is to
be myself that is defined in “honesty”, in any
period in any way.
Mehrdad Afsari refers to the nature of
photography and photographic nature in his
lectures, statements and interviews. You know
the nature of photography and photographic
nature have very vast definitions. Almost
everyone taking photos can assert that he or
she is busy with photographic experience. In this
collection “The Gradual Disappearance of Things”
or in such works as “Polaroid”, “Shahnama” or in
“insomnia” playing with photography medium is
clear. It means in these collections the meaning
of your work is created in challenging and
questioning this medium. It is so interesting to
me. Reproduction is presented in “The Gradual
Disappearance of Things” or the state of the mass
media presented in “Shahnama”, and various
issues surrounding the media and pertinent
discussions have been presented. But on one hand,
in other works such as “Road Panorama”, “Felt
Carpet”, “America”, and “Photography as a Myth”
the discussion is not directly covering medium. In
a word, we can say the meaning of the work is not
determined in playing with the medium. Medium
has been used to express something else.
Perhaps we can say in a way that the counting
bead in your collection signifies questioning the
nature of photography and this has been mature
in your last collection. Of course, contrary to my
opinion, someone like Mehran Mohajer in his
critique on your first works, published in the
3rd Issue of Herfeh Honarmand magazine, had
written about the photographic content of your
works and pointing to Benjamin’s photography
losing aura wrote that “Road Panorama”, “Felt
Carpets” and “Qareh Kelisa (Black Church)” show
that the “photographer sanctifies the photo by
photographing.”

The thing that has maintained attraction of
photography for me until today is the fact that
photography is a very personal process for
me even after 20 years. It is an aspect of my
life on one hand, and I enjoy taking photos.
Photography is like a world to me. A large
part of my works is the result of incidents, the
same as the definition we use for the world.
By incident we mean we do not know what will
happen tomorrow or the next moment. Thus,
lack of knowledge or unawareness makes life
interesting to us. Perhaps life will be boring if
we know what will happen tomorrow. It is one
aspect of photography for me. For instance,
in “Sacred Geometry of Chance” this idea
is presented. I used to take photos on slide
and develop it by C-41, pushing temperature
up and down, knowing not what will be the
end color of the photography. Another point
to note is this that I would like art to contain
sort of honesty. To show what you are. If we

consider art as an interaction or a tool to
lead us to a higher goal, honesty will find a
specific meaning. The incidents in my works
signify this honesty. One reason for the delay
in displaying my works is to have enough
time to see whether my works represent my
exclusive taste and type or not. If they are, they
will remain, if not they will be archived like
the bunch of other words kept in archive and
will never be shown. This is perhaps because I
have acted upon the art fashion or something
other than me has exerted influence on me to
produce something that is not according to my
type and taste. These are the works that may
even receive welcome from the critics and
viewers when put on display.
The terms you use and the definitions you
have for art are in connection with certain type
of art and artist, an artist who is meditating, who
is creating artwork upon his inner will. It is in a
way a return to modernist approach, and a sort
of elitist treatment of artist in this approach. In
modern-day art such an approach to artist and
artistic creation has been questioned. In postmodern art for instance, the artist is a man
familiar with history of art who is challenging
and playing with the history of media and
medium, who reacts to the every-day concerns
from the environmental issues to the issues
of women, not a revelatory wanderer of art
who faces the world with his true essence. As
a matter of fact it is not right to ask such a
question from an artist, but since I know you are
familiar with the modern-day art and because
I know your distance from modern art is not
because of your unfamiliarity with it, let me say
that I think you are living in a pre-postmodernist
period and think about artistic creation.

That is right. I know it myself. In my response
to previous question I said I want to be honest
in my art.

Does it mean you enjoy what you do? Is there
no temptation to get out of this atmosphere?
Although this approach is honest and pleasurable
to you, many do not favor it for fear of lagging
behind the caravan of everyday art fashion.

Exactly. I enjoy it. Because I believe it is me
after all. I am not lagging behind the caravan,
since I am not a member of the caravan. I
have my own caravan. Moreover, the caravan
of art you are talking about lacks attraction
in many ways. It lacks something. Something
like oneness of the artist is missing. I call it
made-to-order artist. This made-to-order
imposes itself somewhere in the art. The
majority of exhibitions in Iran, I dare say, have
foreign likeness, like the domestic makes of
the foreign pills. This comes out of neglecting
and lack of studying the contemporary
photography so that some do nothing but

praise the works when they are displayed.
I think the artist should show his concerns
not the sort of things foreigners like. This is
the honesty I talked about. These are not the
pure arts. I learnt it from Tarkovsky that art
is too jealous to keep oneself in it with lies.
It will finally cast you away. If not now, it will
cast you away some five or ten years later.
Art is not a place for telling lies. It is a place
for talking about oneself. I have no intention
of questioning anybody. It is an opinion and a
viewpoint. It is my viewpoint and if you think I
am lagging behind the caravan, it is better to
lag behind than tell lies.
I think delving more into this discussion –
which is interesting and necessary – will be time
consuming. Does our photography have passed
the ground for meeting the sort of contemporary
photography available in the West? Does it need
a leap forward or a step-by-step procedure?
How real is this leap forward coming from the
living experience of the artist? People with a
critical approach toward photographers still
following bygone schools of the history of art
are indeed under the influence of, not a creator
of, an art movement. True, this movement is
new, but, does it mean it is valuable in nature?
Impressibility is a fact. Copying artist or an art
movement cannot justify the nature of copying.
Anyhow, let us put it aside and return to your
works. I see sort of maturity in your works
apart from the ebb and flow. This is at least
observable in your concerns about the media
and deeper concentration on the photographic
concepts. I think the current exhibition stands
atop your works in this connection. Somewhere
you said the collection is a result of ten years of
work. What happened during those ten years?
Perhaps some – narrow minded of course – say
all these photos could be taken in a matter of
days. Please talk more about those ten years.

This collection is not the result of ten years. It
is a ten-year project. I have not worked on it for
ten incessant years. During those years I have
worked on many other projects. But the first
frame was taken in 2004. Since then, I took
photos now and then.
Why ten years?

Yes. It could be taken in a week. It is not a
complicated work in terms of execution.
The idea was first sparked in my mind after
reading Walter Benjamin’s “The Work of
Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”.
The essay was more a question to me than
answer to my concerns. During those ten
years I was after finding answers to the
questions the essay put in my mind. It took
10 years to understand where Benjamin was
right where he was not. The project had to
prove itself to me as a viewer first to convince

me that the time has come for answering the
questions. This goes to the extent my mind
was able to find answers. Everyone finds his
answers in his or her own way after all.
It needs another time and opportunity to talk
about Benjamin’s essay. Benjamin’s ideas and
the essay on artwork were founded based on
paradoxes followed by many thinkers, than
a systematic school of thought. On the other
hand, the way you have put your works on sale
and the texture your works have found is sort
of criticism to the optimism of Benjamin in the
idea of the "aura" of a work and its absence in
a reproduction, as well as the Marxist thought
existing behind this desecration according to
Benjamin. On the other hand, taking 36 frames
in 10 seconds from a fixed subject reminds me
of the distinction Benjamin considered between
painting and photographic image. The painter
is like a magician who heals patients by moving
his hand upon their head but photographer is
like a surgeon who delves into the depths of
reality, tears it into pieces and operates it.

Well, in case of the populist art meant by
Benjamin I should say that in contemporary
art, at least from the viewpoint of art
economy, and some 70 years later we see
he has been very optimistic on art and his
desired ideal is yet to be realized.
Perhaps this failure to realization of the
ideal is because of the capitalistic system that
absorbs even the most arduous critics in itself.

Exactly. The more you neglect the art market
and gallery, the more you will be placed in that
structure in some way. This is why Benjamin’s
ideals did not take place. It means you are a
member of the same structure you neglect.
However, the low price of these works is an
attempt for getting close to Benjamin’s idea,
at least from economic aspect.
You mean selling 36-piece frames?

Yes. If we calculate it this way, each frame is
worth 100,000 rials and this is a really low price.
There are 36 real frames, not 36 repeated
frames. This is again in contradiction with
Benjamin. But the important thing Benjamin
discusses is the artwork aura, the same aura
every artist is familiar with. Unlike Benjamin
who believes aura of an artwork is absent in
its reproduction, I think reproduction boosts
its aura. When something is reproduced, the
essence finds deeper meaning and this is a
challenge on the negatives of this exhibition.
Where is the aura and reproduction in this
exhibition, in the negatives that are one, or in
the photos copied in 36 frames?

I do not want to say I agree or disagree with
Benjamin. He is a thinker whose ideas pose

questions rather than introduce him as a
thinker to agree or disagree with.
A good thing has happened in this collection,
i.e. paying attention to preparations for
presentation of the artwork. Such reparations
are rare in Iranian photography. If we put aside
your video arts, until now you have preferred
to present artworks in the conventional way of
hanging them on the walls. It is a ground for
display, irrespective of badness or goodness
of the artwork. A new thing in this collection is
the way of artwork presentation in such a way to
impress ultimate meaning of the artwork on one
hand, and be part of the artwork expression on
the other hand. The reproduction is highlighted
through 36-series shifting our mind to serial
photography in general, and sort of deadpan
photography that manifests its superb example
of artwork history in the Becher's photographs,
to presentation of negatives on light box, and
even a book in limited edition with a capacity
of separating photos and transferring them to
another conceptual texture. Of course, you know
that photo books which are not reprinted, have
turned into a product in art market strategy in
the contemporary art. There are even collectors
who tend to buy photo books like artworks.

Yes. I have thought about this very much
believing that the impression behind artwork
presentation is equal to the impression of
artwork, if not stronger. One part of this
comes from the traditional definition of frame
and theme. Frame and theme should match
and in art they are called form and content.
We have a statement and we seek the most
appropriate frame and form to express
it. It was important to me how to express
artwork reproduction in this collection and
transfer the idea to the viewers. You step into
an exhibition with 46656 photos. It is a big
number for an exhibition.
Probably such reproduction can be
considered as a reaction to over-reproduction
of photographic images in modern-day world.

Exactly. It matters how to transfer the idea
of reproduction to the viewer, because we
have read much about reproduction but the
degree of impression comes to light when
it happens before our eyes. Does it have the
same impression I have read about in theories
or otherwise? I want to point out another
interesting issue. Mathematical philosophy
is an attraction to my life. I tried to play with
figures in this collection. Mathematics is
interesting to me in its basic and philosophical
aspects. It is interesting to me to know how we
have created numbers, measured the earth,
or are they absolute, … In one way you may
ask why 36 and not 12 or 24 frames? 36 is a
multiple of six. This is why it is not 37. I think

about it in photography structure, although
I fail to find an answer to it anytime I try. For
instance sometimes I think one part might
be due to technical matters, then a question
comes to my mind: why not 30 that is a round
figure? Of course, whatever below 36 can be
placed in the frame. Now in this exhibition we
have 36 frames reproduced for 36 times in 36
versions and there are 36 scenes. A book has
printed similar 36 frames. The assimilation
and the games happening in this circle are
very attractive to me.
Thus each frame is 100,000 Rials multiplied
by 36 and then 3.6m Rials, and the negative's
price will be 36 multiplied by 3.6m Rials

Yes. Even in the case of scale and sizes it is
a question to me and at the same time an
attractive game. I think human being plays
with the world in some way, or it is the world
that is playing with us. The world sets forth
series of new plays for us. The nature of plays
varies from childhood to adolescence, but in
general, it can be treated as a child game.
It is my opinion that part of your work finds
meaning in gallery atmosphere. I mean,
even the gallery is dragged into a conceptual
texture from a mere display media, something
that could not be thought outside the gallery
structure. The copies, prices, the aura around
single-copy negatives and the high prices
of 36-frame copies, and in general, the
economy behind gallery presentation question
Benjamin’s argument on authenticity and aura
as an anti-capitalist thinker. If we come to
a conclusion together, we can say that “The
Gradual Disappearance of Things” is originated
from personal concerns of Mehrdad Afsari
on photography, enters into discussion with
photographic theories, creates meaning in an
atmosphere of preparations for display and
finds secondary meaning in the atmosphere it
goes on display. It is my opinion that the sort
of photography you and a few others work, i.e.
favoring personal experiences and avoiding
accompanying the caravan of photography
we talked upon earlier, is neglected by the
curators and critics outside Iran. They seek a
pure exotism rather than pure artwork. If we
are after contemporary art in Iran, undoubtedly
we should get into a critical atmosphere
with a comprehensive approach to Iranian
photography. I hope your “experimentalism”
will be continued, although you may not agree
with this word.

Experimentalism is not a word with negative
connotation to me. Perhaps it has negative
meaning for some people. This is because we
are experiencing the world in our everyday life.
Perhaps art has the same meaning to me, and
it is a great definition for art.

“The image is an impression of the truth,
a glimpse of the truth permitted to us
in our blindness.”
Andrei Tarkovsky

The collection entitled “The gradual
disappearance of things” is the result
of a ten-year project. The idea was first
sparked in my mind after reading Walter
Benjamin’s controversial essay "The
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproducibility",
where
Benjamin
has discussed about such issues as
“aura” that surrounds a work of art,
uniqueness of the work of art, art for
general public, plurality, …
Ever since my involvement in the
world of photographic nature of
photography (where it depicts more
than what pictures show) it was one
of my major mental concerns. To be
true, the interest in this magical and
indefinable
photographic
nature
became stronger and stronger in me
day by day. One of the preliminary
definitions of the photographic nature
is copying and reproducing the world.
Photography copies the world shot by
shot and reproduces that part of the
nature for indefinite times. Photos
register a moment that has passed
and it is interesting to know that
photography brings the past moments
into “existence”. In this collection, we
see pictures repeated on negatives for
36 times with almost 10 seconds time
interval between the first and last
frame. They seem the same pictures but
they are not, since times are different. I
have selected the scenes chiefly based
on my photographic sensibility. This
means I have taken photos from the
scenes attracting my attention and
arousing my sentiments. This is because
the incident itself was important for
me as a medium.
36 frames in 36 photos reproduced in 36
versions putting on display a total of
46656 frames of the moments gone.
Mehrdad Afsari
Dec. 2014
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