.n.
.—. : -_ ot
q & o 1+ ® @ °
| 1 . .
{ . P . | N —
e .- .ma ;
. . 7]
1 { . o =
. ol | -w .lw
. . | ; . .oS
I 2 ._ wu e
{ . % [ 45 . N il
\ \ _... - = :
‘ ._ ] ®
-., < e n"
‘e ...“..“. ' e
i ¥ N, .— ." .. L
i . Y ‘| ® e
. A X A AL
= . : : __ - E %, * e
i : w, . : 4 - =] - n T e
-_..” ° il . . _ y -] - " l . A
. ® ™ ) - . , . .
v o» ; e ...... o _ * . ” i -.o .
- — ® A\ 4 p 4 "
. . 5, , | . 3 . 4
" . m ® L] ; - | = ‘® i _._‘ ¥ A ' C. ,,,, : ;
., ot [ . . ; - s = " s 4 % " o 9
.hl b Sl ' _ - - & 8 T . \r T L] d * v ..x..tf.- -
% . .t o _ i . T 25 N
L] m a : 1 .... ! o * ® B )
. » b [ 2 o ° 7 . J_
w2 o A _ ,.
5 . L} A i F . . + .
_ ~ o o ] 8 i ‘e h
& » " = < A i’ L] -
e & m : s . 1 .o__.f. x.x ., i T ® ;
.0..... ¥ p...n\n.. cf.. e - f ]

i E . ..I.I L\ ) ; ¢ .....::..... L% - f i y : < - ; ' .- %
L] u . T, L | . = . b e
\ T % S ST ...r..,.-...w.,. S EE R
./.._. . .o S - DU \ . e o ,,_,. " 2 G B 5 B
A " © rob :qw\w.v"\_maég%o._n.qoe. sioigeul IV _c_..em.r,m._ aU} iy :u9sSeN quil] - : N_
. z-t [ ] . o® * ..x..... A . . i ) I T - % A A ____.... .
= F - ! ]

— 0 LA ' . . g \ "
N i i \ ’ .
ey ®. | ° Vo P &
: ] e Y . ! " (L P . !
o i " \ . : . .J.. A
. L] - 3 . P | - /
. ] ® f L 4
s M = " ® & . 1 { P o\ . s
. . ¥ ___ . - \
=, \
.

o . - x
* - - g g . X .
. A ¥y ® ot - [ ] .
. . v . . It \.\.\. Em, i ., "
" x\\. g .. . !
- ' . — ]
M oy L - .x..x. ra L . . . N b .
- E . e e F 4 ., A E -.__ L .
* * Fy ) . - R ) b TR - p e
" L] .

. . . - _____ \ | .._ RIE o < - =

.- L4 . _____._X ; =i e A \ .__..__ FREY,

. - A O . \ . [ ¢
L | f
¥ % ... v " b L LT e ; ___ u ¢
. o e | : 2 ' . . LN |
. . A o ..h.fu. < ity . , Sy N | \ AR
R TR : o Y L M
i ” » L] ® L] 4 # ® rd AL ——— i - -
A 1] ® . \{ & -r b

* . = ® ° . . I _ AT e



Spali gosi
Timo Nasseri

gl YL wqpall
All the Letters in All the Stars

Hiio lig! iall audll Calpil
Curated by Laura Metzler



R

0630
an initiative by I 1

i ‘P‘C“JUJ qu“ s impact
kqg}—‘” :!ARJAH u\:\lj:su\nw AE ijg-i-éJ-l I_-!IJ_D HH ISLAMIC ARTS ;S;—KL——-c ,——L_da/ o R
SHUROOQ | DEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY MARAYA ART CENTRE FESTIVAL SFEIR-SEMLER GALLERY

maraya.ae ‘ . +971 6 556 6555 ‘ WB (@& MarayaArtCentre ‘ El MarayaArt



uwaall
Table of Contents

Hadig JSik

Acknowledgements 6
nghS.” U<

About the Catalog 10

s)bail &yl 1 aasbaall gl
Chance Method by Saira Ansari 14

udseo Giles o Ciay jegaill Joli
Hiio lgl 1 “pgaill yu cagall” (spali goui
Stargazing: Perspective and meaning in Timo Nasseri's

All the Letters in All the Stars by Laura Metzler 26
agiall Jloedll

Artworks 38
vliall e

About the Artist 106

uliall go padig pSul
Artist's Acknowledgements 107



Acknowledgements

H.H. Sheikh Dr. Sultan bin Muhammad Al Qasimi,
Member of the Supreme Council, Ruler of Sharjah

H.H. Sheikh Sultan bin Mohammed bin Sultan Al Qasimi,
Crown Prince and Deputy Ruler of Sharjah

Sheikha Bodour bint Sultan Al Qasimi,
Chairperson of Sharjah Investment and Development Authority (Shurooq)

H.E. Noura bint Mohammed Al Kaabi,
Minister of Culture and Knowledge Development

H.E. Marwan bin Jassim Al Sarkal,
CEO of Sharjah Investment and Development Authority (Shurooq)

Director Giuseppe Moscatello

Exhibition Curator Laura Metzler

Maraya Art Centre Executive Eiman Al Amri
Exhibition Designer Paoclomaria Giannotti

Art Assistant Roderick Jimenez

Art Coordinator Joey Dela Cruz

Graphic Designer Noor Abu Hijleh
Programme Coordinator Fatma Al Mahmoud
Public Relations Executive Hamdah Al Nuaimi
Digital Marketing Coordinator Faisal Mohammed
Administrative Assistant Catherine Joy Lima

Operations
Wael ltani
Melanie Maliwat
Kristine Dabu

We would like to start by thanking the Sharjah Islamic Arts Festival

who made it possible to bring this show to Maraya Art Centre. This was
the first of hopefully many collaborations with the festival and it was
wonderful to get to work with their curator Farah Al-Qasim and the entire
team. We would also like to thank Andree Sfeir-Semler and the Sfeir-
Semler Gallery team including Sven Schuch, Rana Nasser-Eddine, and
Lea Chekani who helped facilitate the loans and logistics.

This exhibition was also made possible through the generous loan of
artwork by Hanan Sayed Worrell, Butheina Kazim, Mishaal Al Gergawi,
Lina Lazaar, Ali Munir, and the Barjeel Art Foundation.

We would also like to thank the Alserkal Avenue team including Roxana
Calin, Vilma Jurkute, Fiza Akram, and Hari Krishna for their programming
support, and Kevin Jones, Melissa Gronlund, and Saira Ansari for their
intellectual engagement with the exhibition.

Maraya Art Centre Team



wda W elﬂ sl ag il o drolbwdl ugiall ulaygo JSui Iagi 0l 3qi
acgi cpo Jodll o woleill Ixm oIS sidg «wgiall blye jSpo Gl yayell lim
Wlbapgell go Mudiwe ygleill aagl o asell lisaay u| Jolig liiy
calolsy l.g.o_l}.og pulall apa ulapgell Jgguo go Josi ol l.9_||J uls sal
}lm.uu B yAajeo G13ag floww- }m.uoq_lj_\.ll}Suuule.e_lloS

o lgacku udll il Wlg gusllpai lijg guigis (adu uasilug
Agiwaglll cildhiellg dllall jgodll Jaguui

lgijlel ppsi Gill agiall Jlacdll ugs o liSao S el yaeall lim alai vl
rejdll liddg k_ggl.o}.cdl Jeiog plals diglug Jujg9 sww glis 8apull o JS
wgiall Junjl dunwgog pio leg

uaiig cgual JSpull Guyé Sl wlidedllg jSuill jalgs padii ol i lg
o pgacal Liiugs ()lmg oSl 6jalag 1gSjga laliag (ullS Lilwsgy Sall
S)bail 6pilug sigligyn buliog jiga yars il il < olpll Jlao
syl go spSall pglelail

ugidll blyo jSpo Joc Guja

paQiq pAID

s ol 3030 y1 Ylalu jgisall e.l.m.ll gouudl u_ulm
@)Ll pSls «Sledll yulaoll guac

s?mulﬁlloUnJmLHanHuLthe*legmu

)Ll Sla wailig sgell g

aulill glakur Cuiy jgay Eapiull

(B9p) polailly jlodinmlll &)Ll &g uy)

¢« 28l 3000 i 6)9i Sleo
" dajnoll daiig dalaillspjg

«JBpuldl punla o4 Ulgpo 83lemm
(Gop) pohillg jlodiw il asjbudl disgl (sigaidll paoll

glilsugo cawgr 8jlsll iso

Hjio ol Giall @udll

Spolell yloy] wgidll Lilyo jSpo (S3saii
191l Ujloglol yajleall pouas
iroun cliysg) b ackuo

jors s (S92 b Guuio

dlas gil jgi wladlall posao
sg0all dohls aelpll Guie
osaill 0303 dole caldlle ($34aid
2020 Jiasd Goadl Gaguuill Guuio
loal (592 24ilS (S)ls] acbuso

cilglaall i
ilue Jilg
gl illo
s S



This catalog follows the general trajectory of Timo Nasseri's exhibition
All the Letters in All the Stars that took place at Maraya Art Centre
from December 14, 2017 - April 5, 2018. The work selection includes
the work Epistrophy #8 (2017) which was installed at the Sharjah Art
Museum as part of the Sharjah Islamic Art Festival's exhibition rather
than being in the physical gallery at Maraya. We have also included

a small selection of other works that help expand the scope of the
exhibition. These create connections that help situate the dialogue
found in the exhibition with the larger context of Nasseri's practice.

The additional works are specifically tied to narratives that Nasseri
utilizes in his exploration of the infinite. The drawings come from his
series O Time Thy Pyramids that explore Borges' Infinite Library,
discussed in Saira’s essay Chance Method. The title of the series is
one of the lines mentioned in the infinite combination of letters that
Nasseri takes as a possible code breaker. The other are sculptural
works tied to the story of the Tower of Babel, building off of the themes
of language and myth.
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There was a young fellow from Trinity,

Who took the square root of infinity.

But the number of digits, Gave him the fidgets;
He dropped Math and took up Divinity.’

This delightfully facetious verse opens George
Gamow'’s 1947 publication One, Two, Three... Infinity:
Facts and Speculations of Science. A theoretical
physicist, recognized as one of the great cosmologists
of the last hundred years?, Gamow is more popularly
known as an advocate and developer of the Georges
Lemaitre’s theory of the Big Bang. And while, his work
with cosmological models is in itself interesting to the
reading of Timo Nasseri's work, it is the first chapter

of this book, Big Numbers, that comes across as
serendipitous in relation to the artist's exhibition All the
Letters in All the Stars. Gamow spent time publishing
educational books exploring fundamental concepts of
science and mathematics, and this hugely popular text
explains in-depth the concept of The Library of Babel
— one that Nasseri cites when discussing the infinite
possibilities of language and meaning making.

The idea of an infinite library, using every possible
permutation of the written language® to form all possible
texts — ever written, or waiting to be written in the future
— has been a plot of great interest to cosmologists and
philosophers of the world. Kurd Lasswitz, referred to as
the father of German science fiction, first introduced
the idea in his 1901 story “The Universal Library” and

it later appeared in a more elaborate form in Jorge

Luis Borges's 1941 story “The Library of Babel”. In his
1947 publication, Gamow broke down the concept

into digestible bits for young adults as he explained the
enormity of the possibilities:

..such an automatic press would print everything
that was ever written from the time people learned
to write: every line of prose and poetry, every
editorial and advertisement from newspapers,
every ponderous volume of scientific treatises,
every love letter, every note to a milkman. ..
Moreover the machine would print everything that
is to be printed in centuries to come. On the
paper coming from the rotating cylinder we should

1. Gamow, George. One, Two, Three... Infinity: Facts and Speculations of Science.
United States: Viking Press. 1947

2. Minkel, JR, Borrowed Time: Interview with Michio Kaku. Scientific American.
November 24, 2003
URL: https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/borrowed-time-interview-w/.

3. Gamov: There are 26 letters in the English alphabet, ten figures (0,1,2...9) and
14 common signs (blank space, period, comma, colon, semicolon, question mark,
exclamation mark, dash, hyphen, quotation mark, apostrophe, brackets, parentheses,
braces); altogether 50 symbols.
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find the poetry of the thirtieth century, scientific
discoveries of the future, speeches to be made
in the 500th Congress of the United States, and
accounts of intraplanetary traffic accidents of the
year 2344,

The concept of infinite possibility in geometry is
something that has occupied Nasseri in many of his
mathematically anchored creations, most notably within
his body of work around the mugarnas*, echoes of
which were first visible in the One and One (2009
-2014) drawings and later in the Florenz-Bagdad
(2016) installation, both of which are part of this
exhibition at Maraya Art Centre. In All the Letters in All
the Stars, the artist seeks to retrace the steps of ninth-
century Bagdadian calligrapher Ibn Mugla, and his
ill-fated scholarship in the Arabic language. The story
is fascinating: an influential and esteemed intellectual
(he is credited for codifying the scripts that shaped

the foundation of calligraphy), favoured politically (he
held key roles in the Abbasid caliphate), Ibn Mugla was
imprisoned, brutishly maimed and died a prisoner of
the state because of his desire to modify the Arabic
language and incorporate missing sounds through new
letters. It is said that he developed four such letters
that would make up for that which was absent, but his
political opponents manipulated religious sensitivities to
accuse him of sacrilege.

While his story lives on, Ibn Mugla took his research
and the four new letters with him to the grave; written
proof and notes of which have been lost into oblivion.
It is what Nasseri does with this missing information,
though, that lays the groundwork for this new body of
work. Nasseri doesn't don a scholar’s hat, but instead
drapes himself mysteriously under the garb of a
storyteller who travels through time and reads the skies
of centuries past. Much like, he imagines, Ibn Mugla
might have.

Ibn Mugla had established a technique of writing
calligraphic letters, and his system of proportion
included working with the nugta (dot), alif (the first
letter of the Arabic alphabet), and the circle as the
encapsulating form within which all letters found their
equilibrium. In the Unknown Letters I-IV (2015), Nasseri
works with similar principles to sculpt out shapes

of four letters from walnut wood. These are not Ibn
Mugla’s four letters, nor Nasseri's interpretation of four
sounds that were missing — instead it is an exercise

in alphabet making and tracing a celestially inspired
journey to come up with shapes that Ibn Mugla could

4. A muqarna is a form of ornamented vaulting in Islamic architecture, sometimes
also called a *honeycomb” vault due to its cellular structure. It is used for domes, and
especially half-domes, mostly in traditional Persian architecture.
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have seen, or not seen — the possibility of one just as
conceivable as the other. Nasseri's own Schrédinger’s
cat, in a way. The sculptures stand elevated on a
platform, not entirely in the centre of the gallery space
at Maraya, but definitely the gravitational point around
which the show moves quietly and methodically.

Nasseri first learnt of Ibn Mugla and his work when

he came across a little illustration on the proportional
system of script in a book that his father gave him. It
was much later, through another such coincidence,
that he came across the life story of the man and was
inspired to go down the same path of inquiry, but with
a slightly modified set of questions. What drives one
to create language, and how does one arrive at a final
shape of each letter? The artist, uncomfortable in his
contemporary position to accept romance as a gesture,
used just that to arrive at a narrative. He created a
fantasy whereby he was able to enter the mind of Ibn
Mugla and imagine what it could be that inspired him.
As a man of science and spirituality, like many around
him, there is a likelihood that Ibn Mugla turned to the
stars. Truly consistent and not within human reach, yet
within calculable distance, the celestial spread may
have offered guidelines by which to proceed.

In It’s always night or we wouldn't need light,
33°37‘Q0N, 44°31“74E, (Ibn Mugla) (2015) — a work
that provides the opening to the show — a rich, reddish-
brown mahogany panel has been carefully inlaid with
hundreds of finely cut stainless steel pieces to illustrate
an astronomical map. This is how close Nasseri can
get to what Ibn Mugla may have looked at in 934

AD. Current technology allows him to reproduce the
night sky and the position of stars that appeared over
Baghdad over a century ago. Isn't this what bending of
space and time could be defined as? Nasseri can be
posited as a time traveler then, vicariously experiencing
someone else's reality in another lifetime.

As the artist began to unravel the story, he found that
there were endless threads of thought and possibilities
that he could chase in order to identify what Ibn Mugla
might have seen. The resulting drawings, studies and
charts from this process are displayed on a board as
part of the work Mind map (2015). As Nasseri studied
the night sky records and made notes, the visual
connections began to become apparent organically
and yielded familiar looking diagrams and blueprints.
While these notes are seemingly precise and
methodically disciplined, almost like a military strategy
board, they were mostly derived from the intuitive
exercise of automatic drawing. Nasseri used these as
a form of meditative practice, emptying his mind and
concentrating on nothing in order to develop what
might be a natural-response-notation. As a viewer, one
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is pulled into the artist’s belief system that all notation
is abstract, a simplification of a complex language, and
one has to learn this new arrangement to be able to
speak in it. In this case, Nasseri was not designing a
vocabulary but rather channeling a code for a language
that he did not himself yet speak or quite clearly
understand: a notation for something that cannot be
said.

In He saw all the letters (2017), 54 drawings, which
take over an entire wall, trace exercises in constellation
mapping. In this large and mesmerizing installation, the
drawings first appear as random ink splatters but on
closer inspection are revealed to be meticulously drawn
annular marks of varying sizes. The mapping itself is
fictional and not copied from any known patterns. Just
like the concept of the incalculable wealth of both
knowledge and gibberish in the Library of Babel, the
artist has us believe that in an ever-expanding universe
— the observable part of which already contains two
trillion galaxies — the possibility of existence for all his
fictive constellations is very real: Every possibility /
every impossibility / simultaneously. Nothing is random.
It all exists, somewhere. The process of these drawings
started with trying to find constellation combinations
for the lost alphabets of Ibn Mugla, but even when

they didn't quite form letter-shapes, the artist'’s failure
allowed him to arrive at other possibilities. At the risk of
sounding theatrical, it appears that no matter what the
mode or reason of journey is, the truth will remain the
same — upon arrival, or upon oversight.

Nasseri approaches calligraphy contentiously, but
truthfully: he announces at first contact that he does
not speak, read or write Arabic and Persian, despite
his partial Iranian heritage. To him, the language forms
a set of sounds and visuals which he addresses as a
curious artist — his strategy swinging between scientific
methodology and conjecture; amidst the logical
breakdown of the script structure and the potential

of the infinite monkey theorem?®. To him, calligraphy
constitutes a representation and division of space to
illustrate a dialogue.

Nasseri is also fascinated with the mystical value
attached to letters and numbers. Observing how man-
made laws of scriptwriting dissect the forms between
earthly and heavenly divisions, it becomes easier to
comprehend why wise men of centuries ago were
obsessed with perfecting this field, enfolding it

5. The infinite monkey theorem states that a monkey hitting keys at random on a
typewriter keyboard for an infinite amount of time will almost surely type a given text,
such as the complete works of William Shakespeare.
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within the disciplines of philosophy, epistemology and
spirituality. There was a time when fields of study and
expertise were not so bifurcated, and science and
spirituality merged freely, making research precious
and a source of metaphysical experiences. Language
and script were not just a means of communication, but
of passing across complete belief systems that were
charged with wonderment as well as trepidation of the
vast unknown.

What then of language now, which never seems to
stop evolving, even when we might imagine there is

no more room for a significant change. If what Nasseri
seeks to intercept holds weight, perhaps there are
many more rounds of revision and evolution that await
discovery, without which many of our future stories will
remain untold. Nasseri's process mimics the labour of
post-cold war science fiction — manifesting a desire to
explore unchartered territory in a bid to tame it, harness
its energy, embrace man’s place in the great unknown,
and go to places and realms beyond imagination. ‘What
is infinity," Nasseri asks me, ‘and can you truly imagine
infinity in its physicality ?’

The exhibition All the Letters in All the Stars continually
requests us to negotiate between this personalized
expanse of fact and fiction, allowing us to step in and
out of the multiple layers of inquiry that the artist finds
himself entangled in. The work doesn’t seem to be
offering answers, instead it offers up a whole new
parallel universe. You can ask questions and utter
answers, and both will hold their own truth independent
of the other.
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When you discuss this exhibition with the artist, he's
quick to remind you that we live at a time where we
know more about the stars than we ever have before
yet simultaneously we've become more isolated from
them than we have been in human history. The stars
have been sources of navigation, faith, memory, and
storytelling long before we could calculate their mass,
compositions, and lifespans. The act of gazing and the
mechanics of sight have been integral to much of the
locating of our societies both physically and spiritually.

Timo Nasseri's All the Letters in All the Stars pulls on
these traditions, experimenting with different concepts
of the gaze, directly through his work Florenz-Bagdad
(2016) but also through the formal strategies used
throughout his practice that are brought together

in the space. He plays with the positioning of the
viewer and the presentation of narratives in a way that
constantly moves between notions of structuring and

fragmentation, never allowing for a complete resolution,

reading or conclusion to be realized.

The exhibition is organized in two sections: The first
is inspired by the story of Ibn Mugla, a 10th century
calligrapher who claimed to have found four letters
missing from the Arabic language. The second is an
inquiry into the construction and conception of the
muquarna. The two are brought together through an
interest in the infinite and a search for the expression
of the inexpressible, but also on a formal level through
a conversation on the geometry of the gaze and

the importance and experience of the image. The

geometries and surfaces that Nasseri activates present,

question, support, solidify, and disrupt one another,
sometimes acting as launching points, but also as
moments of pause and literal reflection.

Florenz-Bagdad is key to understanding the formal
dialogue in this case and is located in between the
narratives within the space. The work was developed
through (and takes its title from) Hans Belting's book
Florence and Baghdad: Renaissance Art and Arab
Science. Belting looks at the meaning of perspective
in each of these cities as the concept was developed
and traces the development of the visual strategy in
Western art history to the intellectual and mathematic
principles developed in Baghdad by Islamic scientists.
The term perspective meant very different things in
each culture, he argues, but they are essentially based
on the same geometric concepts. They differ in the
relationship to the image and this is where Nasseri
intervenes and navigates his practice through this
conflicting space.

Belting creates an intercultural dialogue by placing the
term perspective into the center of the conversation.

Star; =
gazing:

Perspective and meaning
in Timo Nasseri’s
All the Letters in All the Stars

by Laura Metzler
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The term he argues is now exclusively related to the
artistic strategy of the Renaissance, but historically

it was based in the science and geometry of sight.
The latter gradually became the discipline of optics.
While not fully independent of one another most of
the mathematic developments of the Islamic world
that are integral to optics have been left out of the
story of perspective and thus art history and the texts
he outlines, most notably Alhazen’s Perspectiva, have
been shown to be in circulation in Europe prior to

the Renaissance through translation in Andalusia.

The separation of this history and its mathematic

and geometric base in the Arab world is a political
choice that ends up having consequences in terms of
identifying and classifying art vs ornamentation and
creating value structures. Belting tries to show these
consequences and to bring the classifications together
academically, and following in this trajectory Nasseri is
experimenting with these principles formally.

Perspective in the art historical sense at the simplest
is using the mathematics of the eye to project on a

flat surface an illusion of space that the eye reads

as a three dimensional space/experience. It's tied

to conversations about the window and the self, the
gaze. The use of perspective in this form anticipates
and requires a viewer to align themselves with the
world and view it from a particular angle and height

so that it more closely mimics the physical world.

The goal of capturing reality as close as possible,
using specific measurements and calculation based

on the geometry of space completely changed the
relationship to the image and to art with far reaching
cultural consequences . There is lots of literature about
perspective as image, the image as inherently false and
Belting continues to outline these conversations.

The mathematic and Eastern (as classified by Belting)
use of perspective alternatively is focused on the
geometries and mechanics of sight. Light is the
medium and agent that allows us to identify objects and
perceive our surroundings. Arab scientists were able

to identify light as rays that originate from particular
sources later identified as stars and that the movement
of said rays to the eyes was what determines our sight.
The emphasis is on the mechanics of this process

and through this conception it is not possible to make
images as they are all created in the mind through the
information provided in the light rays rather than reading
objects themselves.

The physical experience of Florenz-Baghdad combines
these visual approaches but also then adds the
-complications of the significance of mirrors and the
reference to the Iranian craft of aineh-kari which are
essentially the extremes of what Belting is arguing.
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Mirrors not on imply a viewer but literally are expected
to reproduce them. Aineh-kari is a traditional craft and
Persian architectural feature that literally is meant to
move and reflect light. It's mostly found in mosques,
shrines, and palaces as a show of wealth but also as
a signifier of god. The cuts in aineh-kari are historically
quite small, hand cut pieces that are meant to obscure
the environment and emphasize the light, they're

also generally put on ceilings and high up on walls
rather than being presented directly in front of one's
eyes. They create scattered patterns when directly

hit, throwing the light beams throughout a physical
space. Even when it is used on walls the nature of the
craftwork and the variation of the hand fitted pieces
places each plane at a different angle that fragments
the reflected environment.

Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmain is considered the
contemporary master of this craft and while they are
both interested in the mechanics of aineh-kari, Nasseri
approaches it from a different direction. Rather than
engaging with the craft of the delicate cutting of

glass and rendering forms with a certain amount of
improvisation, each piece in the installation is lazer-cut
and precisely laid out in a pattern that has been derived
from his One and One drawings. These are essentially
blue-prints for muquarnas, created through the
interaction of four triangles. The panels embrace their
presence as architectural features but are rendered in
large panes that still hold the promise of the image.

The work was originally shown at Arbeiterkammer
Wien in 2016. The sections were installed in one

wall working only with the direct environment. In this
installation however the walls are wrapped around

to create an enclosed space. It is a physical space
that is simultaneously a perspective plane with the
viewer at the core and an exercise in geometry that
obliterates the viewer. The eye can't register the
amount of information or locate itself within the panels.
The environment fully collapses and your eye moves
beyond your own image, beyond the wall, but as much
as it moves forward it also moves behind, showing you
glimpses from all directions in one space. There are
even moments where the reflection melts away and
your eye seizes the patterns vs the surface reflections,
and the floor is scattered with reflected beams of
light, linking again to the sensorial experience of the
geometry at work.

The experience of this installation becomes an
important tool for looking at the rest of the exhibition.
The final effect of Florenz-Bagdad is the use of
Alhazen's optics to disrupt the illusionary perspective
plane, but also the inverse as one's position in this
imagined space can't be fully removed because of the
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scale and presentation of the individual panes. The
surrounding environment, what should be read as real
to the eye is destabilized, while the other works in the
show use the confidence of the gaze and their physical
presence to render real what is ultimately fantasy.

In her essay Chance Method Saira Ansari examines
the story of Ibn Mugla and the exploration of infinity

in Nasseri's practice. She particularly looks at how
the artist uses myth and story-telling to facilitate his
conceptual jumps, specifically around the Unknown
Letter series and Borges' infinite library. | argue that
the considerations of sight are an integral part of how
the work can be read formally. Rather than looking

at these particular mathematic spaces and concepts
however I'm expanding it to play on the significance
in these traditions and the training of the eyes in both
contexts and this is what is most at stake in the show,
utilizing the mathematics and aesthetic packaging of
the cultures to continually interfere and suspend both
trajectories into its own type of vanishing point where
neither and both are actively present.

Utilizing similar principles to Florenz-Bagdad,
Epistrophy #8 plays with the confrontation of self and
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the formal expectations of the material. The work in this
case was shown at the Sharjah Art Museum rather than
in the physical exhibition space but is still considered in
dialogue with the show. It is built into the wall and made
of carefully orchestrated polished steel pieces that

dig into the space disappearing to a point. The series
uses the same muquarna blueprints but pull them from
the ceiling and place them at eye level, placing the
geometric measurements into the physical space of
what would be the realm of the projected perspective.
The result is a truly dazzling visual experience. The
isolation through the blending with the wall and the
direct, shaped confrontation amplifies the expectation
of self and obliteration. With every slight shift of the
eye, the head, and the body, the world viewed through
the work morphs and changes, the shades and visual
source material rearranging itself across angles and
planes that are incalculable to the human eye but in this
case it is also done with a grounding edge where the
wall dips into reflection.

The contrast to these works are the works that are
coming from the story of Ibn Mugla. They are built out
of a sense of fantasy, inspired by a historic story but
unverifiable.

The entire exhibition is introduced by /t's always night
or we wouldn't need light, 33°37‘90N, 44°31'74E, (Ibn
Mugla) (2015). The work is crafted with precious hours
spent rendering star projections into delicate steel
inlay, pulling from technological innovations but then
literally carved, cut and placed as a physical, readable
map. The projection reflects the stars above Baghdad
in the year 934, roughly when Ibn Mugla discovered
his missing letters and pulls the act of stargazing

from the heavens to the natural eye level. The panels
act as a window to the story, positioning the visitor

in the proposed vantage point of the calligrapher but
also tying to this history of navigation, location, and
storytelling in relation to the stars.

In Mind Map, page after page of delicate hand drawn
lines examine the star chart and push and pull letters
out of them. The curves and proportions are drafted,
the projections are flattened and then condensed.
The linework is stretched and repeated, the letters
practiced to make sure they fit within the existing
writing structure.

It's a painstaking argument for the existence of the
forms that ground the center of the space: four
sculptures of the proposed missing letters. These
themselves have been carefully constructed with a
confident yet comfortable walnut wood. “Arabic always
seemed sculptural to me” Nasseri has said, and he
rendered the letters as such within the proportional
structure developed by Ibn Mugla. Rather than
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having them as swipes

of ink, the letters and
their structures mimic

the angling of the
calligraphic pen but at
three dimensional angles
that create prisms out

of what would be the
strokes. The shadows
then extend across the
plinth, reinforcing and
embracing this notion,
almost claiming that
writing must be an imprint
of this physicality after all.

For those who read
Arabic, the Unknown
Letters feel very familiar
and many of the visitors
want to know what
sounds each letter
represent. The letters
read as part of the
language, as if they
should have sounds but
never have had them
assigned. This is where
the solidity starts to fall
apart. All, one, or none of
them could be the forms
Ibn Mugla had developed.
They appear real and
plausible, have a solidly
mathematical formation
but can never cross over
into actuality despite
their presence and surety
before you.

The drawings across
the back wall of the
space, | Saw All the
Letters (2017), disrupt
the narrative of the
sculptures as much as
they also envelope them.
They are 54 drawings of
imagined constellations,
described by the artist
as a visual exercise

where he creates forms out of stars he renders himself.

Scientifically, however, all of them almost certainly exist
from some position in the universe, as do all the letters
in all the alphabets of all the worlds.
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Ibn Mugqgla 940 — 885

Baghdad, 90’37°33N, 74’31°44E. Sunday, the
285th day of the year 934. The night of the 12th of
October. It was one day after the new moon. Today
Vega and Saturn set almost simultaneously. Draco
stood in the north, and Uranus had just moved
through his zenith. At any moment Suhail would
rise in the south. Sirius, the brightest among them,
had just covered his shallow trajectory from east

to west. Nothing obstructed his view of 3000 stars,
which he could make out with the naked eye. The
view he would never see in the same way again and
whose plan he now understood.

Four were missing. Without them the script was
not perfect. Language and script not in harmony.
Form and content not in balance. He could form
the sounds with his lips, could sing and speak
them. They sounded and resounded in him. They
were missing. He had to complete the alphabet,
in which all the tones on earth could resonate.

It would be perfect. A sound of the world. Script
was created by man, the word by God. The Batin,
the deeper meaning, was not in the word in its
form on paper. There, on paper, its character
must transform into a harmony for the eyes. Each
stroke a tone, each word a sound, each page a song
for the eyes, the calligraphy music for the eyes.
Mathematics helped him find the formula for the
correct measurements of the letters. Everything
was circular. Every proportion was based on the

point of the quill. Each letter a specific sum of this
smallest unit. It was harmony and symmetry that
bestowed upon them the honor they deserved. To
find, define and record the missing letters must be
possible.

And so on this night he looked up to the heavens,
and it was as if He wished to reveal the letters to
him, as if certain stars stood out, creating lines and
curves between them, forming letters in the sky

for him. There were fifteen, a whole new alphabet,
graceful, perfect, complete. They had always been in
the sky. No one had the power to erase them and, at
the same time, the sky was the perfect hiding place
for them. There he could keep them safe. He could
protect them from his enemies. They wanted to
control the words, so that people would see only the
Zahir, the superficial meaning.

He did not realize that seeing those letters in the
heavens would be his downfall, that it would cost
him his hand, the hand with which he wrote the
letters like no other, for which he should have been
heralded as the greatest calligrapher of all time.
They did not believe him, when he confessed that
the letters were written in the night sky. They

cut out his tongue so that he could not spread his
sacrilegious words, so that no more sound came
from him. Yet, they were not able to take the stars
from the sky.
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It’'s always night or we wouldn’t need light
33°37'90N, 44°31'74E, (Ion Mugla)

2015

Stainless steel in mahogany wood, text
130x 120 x 8 cm
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Unknown Letter |
2015

Walnut, steel

100 x 150 x 20 cm

| Jogaoell capll
2015
3llga (jga cuiid
e 20 x 150 x 100
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Unknown Letter Il
2015

Walnut, steel

100 x 150 x 20 cm

Il Jogaall capall
2015
31lgé (g L
@ 20 x 150 x 100
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Unknown Letter llI
2015

Walnut, steel

100 x 150 x 20 cm

Il Jogaoll capall
2015

3Uga (joa wudia
(o 20 x 150 x 100




Unknown Letter IV
2015

Walnut, steel

100 x 150 x 20 cm

IV Jggaall capall
2015
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e 20 x 150 x 100
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Mind map

2015

Ink and pencil on paper
Variable dimensions
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I-jam

2015

Wood, stainless steel
335x 180 x 8 cm

Pl

2015
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o 8 x 180 x 335
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He who counts the stars

2015

Mixed media

Vitrine

12x232x34cm

Courtesy of Sfeir-Semler Gallery,
Beirut and Hamburg
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He who counts the stars

2015

Mixed media

Vitrine

12x 232 x 34 cm

Courtesy of Sfeir-Semler Gallery,
Beirut and Hamburg
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| Saw all the Lefters

2017

Ink on paper

59 x 84 cm each (54 pieces)
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(34 pa)) agpall JS cuy
2017

8J9 Gle pa

o 59 x 84

| Saw all the Letters (No.34)
2017

Ink on paper

59 x84 cm
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o 59 x 84

| Saw all the Letters (No.37)
2017

Ink on paper

59 x84 cm
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I Saw all the Letters (No.81)
2017

Ink on paper

59 x 84 cm
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Epistrophy #8

2017

Stainless steel, styrofoam
217 x 217 x 80 cm

8 ) ooyl

2017
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One and One #26

Ink on paper
104 x 148 cm

Courtesy of Barjeel Art Foundation

One and One #38

Ink on paper
108 x 108 cm

Dubai

Courtesy of Lina Lazaar & Ali Munir,

One and One #37

Ink on paper
108 x 108 cm

Courtesy of Butheina Kazim & Mishaal

Al Gergawi, Dubai

One and One #39

Ink on paper
108 x 108 cm

Courtesy of a private collection, Dubai
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Exhibition View ‘Nine Firmaments’ at
Schleicher/Lange, Berlin, 2015

Tsai Khaldun

2015

Ink and pencil on inked paper
80 x105, 5cm

Zahir ex1_1

2015

Ink and pencil on inked paper
80 x105, 5cm

Stupa

2017

Steel, magnets
19x19x74cm
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slagi-buijgla
2016

cuding s 6l
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Florenz-Bagdad

2016

Arcylic mirror and wood
Variable dimensions
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About
The Artist

Timo Nasseri was born in Berlin in 1972 to a German
mother and an Iranian father. He began his artistic
career as a photographer before making the transition
to sculptor in 2004. After travelling to Iran with his
father he started to explore the relationship of geometry
and Islamic architecture. Combining Islamic and
Western cultural heritages, his work is inspired as much
by specific memories and religious references as by
universal archetypes described by mathematics and
language, and the inner truths of form and rhythm. He
has held several solo exhibitions which include:

| saw a broken labyrinth, Ab/Anbar Gallery, Tehran
(2017); Florenz-Bagdad, AK Wien (2016); The more
beneath my feet the skies | see, Sfeir-Semler Gallery,
Hamburg (2015); Nine Firmaments, Schleicher/Lange,
Berlin (2015); O Time Thy Pyramids, Sfeir-Semler
Gallery, Hamburg (2012); Nasseri/Englund, Schleicher/
Lange, Paris (2010); Ghazal, Sfeir-Semler Gallery,
Hamburg (2009); One of Six, Kunstverein Arnsberg
(2009); Epistrophy (2008) and Falling Stars (2006)
both at Schleicher/Lange, Paris and OP-Felder, ABEL
Neue Kunst, Berlin (2002).

He has also participated in the following group
exhibitions: Drawing Biennial 2017, The Drawing Room,
London (2017); "NGV Triennial”, National Gallery

of Victoria, Melbourne (AUS); A World View: The

Tim Fairfax Gift, Queensland Art Gallery, Gallery of
Modern Art, Brisbane (2016); Temporal Turn: Art and
Speculation in Contemporary Asia, Spencer Museum
of Art, Kansas (2016); Unter Waffen. Fire and Forget
2, MAK, Frankfurt (2016); In Correspondence with the
drawing, Michael Fuchs Galerie, Berlin (2016); Fire
and Forget, KW-Kunstwerke, Berlin (2015); Luminous!
Dynamic!, Galeries Nationales du Grand Palais,

Paris (2013); Sculpture is Everything, Queensland

Art Gallery|Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane (2012);
Chkoun Ahna-On the Track of History, Le Musée

National de Carthage, Tunis (2012); Ever Living
Ornament, Micro Onde, Centre d'art contemporain

de I'Onde, Veélizy-Villacoublay (2012); Wunder,
Deichtorhallen Hamburg (2011); Taaffe-Streuli-
Nasseri, Sfeir-Semler Gallery, Beirut (2010); Folklore?,
CRAC Alsace, Altkirch (2010); Taswir-Pictorial
Mappings of Islam and Modernity, Martin-Gropius-
Bau, Berlin (2009); Eurasia, Museo di arte moderna
contemporanea di Trento e Rovereto, Rovereto (2008);
Phoenix vs Babel, Fondation d’'entreprise Ricard,

Paris (2008) and ECHO, Sfeir-Semler Gallery, Beirut
(2008).

He was one of the winners of the Abraaj Capital
Art Prize in 2011 and awarded the Saar Ferngas
Forderpreis Junge Kunst in 2006.
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