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Ziba Vishteh. Natanz: Old Doors

Maybe there is more of he magical
in the idea of a door than in the door
itself.  It’s always a matter of going 
through into something else.

-- Marge Piercy, from: Doors Opening, Closing on Us.   
   Poem-a-Day on May 21, 2015, by the Academy of American Poets. 

ON BEING AWARE 
OF A VAST PARTICULARITY

It is a rare experience to see contemporary art from Iceland shown in 
the same gallery with photographs from Iran. They are two different 
places in the world, each with its own landscape and culture, language 
and political life, food and dress.  How and why might this happen?

About two years ago I came in contact with the Iranian artist Ziba 
Vishteh on Facebook.  She is a painter, but she was posting 
photographs of doors along with short sections of poems or comments 
related to significant locations in Iran.  Her interest soon became my 
fascination as the symbolic value of “door” grew in my own 
imagination.

Meanwhile, Jóhann Vilhjálmsson became a friend from Iceland; he 
creates art that includes asemic writing: script which could represent a 
language but which doesn’t.  A short visit to Reykjavik gave me the 
opportunity to discuss his work with him in greater detail and I 
became intrigued with his method: he first envisions from unconscious 
depths, and then he makes a drawing in direct response--a kind of 
daily discipline.

Ziba photographs doors in locations considered to be home of the 
earliest civilizations in the world.  However, the entrances and exits 
speak not just of a distant past but are also an invitation to contemplate 
spiritual and cultural roots experienced in our own comings and goings 
today.  Jóhann creates his art on an island location that is likewise 
historic and also still alive. Its basic geological activity helps us 
understand ways in which the whole earth has taken shape through 
millennia; volcanic rumblings, glacial erosion, spewing geysers, and 
shifting tectonic plates continue to form us. His asemic writing, 
devoid of any verbal content, engages us with the mysteries of 
meaning, creation, and change, even as the Icelandic landscape does.

Two lands, two cultures, two artists, two creative processes, two 
exhibitions in one gallery.  



The images of both of these artists pull the viewer in, and they both do 
so by opening passages to new thoughts, considerations, and insights. 
When we explore the passageways in Iran, we discover the wonders of 
specific locations in addition to the variety of colors and shapes, 
dimensions and materials; we open ourselves to the unique beauty of 
each door we see and to a possible deeper individual understanding of 
our own experiences with doors.  When we contemplate the passages 
from Iceland, we come in contact with a perplexing writing we cannot 
read but also cannot ignore; its forms and lines ask us to shape 
possible personal meanings, which we do based on our own 
experiences of language.  The dynamic presence of each work by each 
artist invites us to look and imagine closely, to find and read a message 
that is there for us. 

It is evident that language is also integral to each collection of art.  The 
artists speak and write in languages different from each other and 
different from my own; their Persian and Icelandic scripts are like 
asemic writing to me and I have learned to rely on their knowledge of 
English for our verbal communications.  The need for translation or 
interpretation, the need to come to some mutual understanding, is 
precisely what is required not only in talking but also in engaging with 
the art of each.  Thus the exhibition is a test of our curiosity.  What do 
we want to do with unknown languages and unfamiliar images?  Are 
we willing to press beyond our limitations and to find meaning in 
asemic writing or in “door” as symbol?

These two creators drew me not only to their art but also to an 
exploration of poetic literature from each culture.  Ziba’s Doors in 
Iran inspired me to read Persian poets who have used the door as a 
symbol in their poetry.  Omar Khayyam references a door to life and a 
door to death.  Rumi suggests the door that opens to a kind of freedom 
or again to a greater understanding of oneself.  Hafez reminds us of a 
door that opens to Love, one that opens to God, another that opens to 
Truth.  Shamloo considers the doors of the universe that open to lost 
cries of the heart, while Fatemeh Shams finds a tenderness even in the 
horrors of political unrest. Selections from these poets accompany 

Ziba’s photographs of doors.  You are invited to consider her images in 
light of the poetry familiar to the artist, as it serves as another opening 
door to our own understandings of life’s passages. 

The Asemic Writing by Jóhann initially seemed like a closed door to 
me, albeit one with an invitation to explore what it means to name, to 
have words for, to say what was heretofore unspoken and even 
unknown.  This exploration led me to Icelandic poets, who have 
marked the particularities of the land they live on and the vast and 
eternal infinite which is part of their experience. Jonas Hallgrimsson 
toasts Iceland by highlighting significant attributes of the large island: 
fish, glaciers, volcanic fire; he recognizes these as “the Lord’s largess” 
as opposed to just some common material of everyday life.  The 
ancient Icelandic rune--a short poem with a mystical reference--is an 
historic part of Iceland’s literature in which poets remind us that 
silence and eternity relate; both are known clearly in the vast land/sky/
sea of Iceland itself.  Steiner creates an amazing description of eternity 
as the birth mother of image for the poet, while Kristny gives a 
narrative of birth in a minimalist poem that seems to expand in its 
telling.  Selections from these poems maybe found among the 
artworks by Jóhann.

Opening the doors to experience the delights of Ziba Vishteh’s  Doors 
in Iran brings delight. And Reading Asemic Writing by Jóhann 
Vilhjalmsson is worth discussions with friends.  Whether it is in doors 
or in writing, the work by both artists points to the experience of a vast 
particularity noted in the words of William Blake:

If the doors of perception were cleansed
everything would appear as it is, infinite. (657)

The infinite is in the art of Vishteh and Vilhjalmsson, and out of their 
visual sharing we are privileged to open our own perceptions and dis-
cover the vast in creative gestures that are possible to each one of us.

Sheldon Hurst, Curator
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*Please rise as you are able.

ZIBA VISHTEH: ARTIST’S STATEMENT - DOORS

From the days of my childhood, whenever I stood in front of a door, 
my heart began to strike. This was especially true when I knew the 
residents of the house and my expectations were high.  The door is a 
starting place, the place where discovery is interrupted in a moment of 
knowing and not knowing.  

In this series there are doors to residences, castles and historical 
monuments. For example, in Persepolis we see evidence of the 
greatness of past civilization. Its doors are references to history with 
all of its interactions, its comings and goings.  These call forth 
moments of deep respect.

Consider Persepolis with its 3000 year history, Kashan where 7000 
years ago people lived in caves, and Kerman’s castle which was the 
largest brick building in the 5th century CE.  These are UNESCO 
World Heritage Sites.  And then there is Meymand Village in the heart 
of rocky mountains with its 10-12,000 year old structures and pottery 
from 6,000 years ago that narrate the history of Meymand Yazd’s 
castle from the Sassanid era.  This is the oldest and largest site of 
Iran’s culture.

I give my great respect to the special locations in Iran where art lovers 
visit.  My photography is not just a momentary record, it is also a 
medium of artistic expression. I want to direct the minds of the 
audience to consider the deeper underlying layers of the subject.  The 
art of self-expression may be seen in everything my photographs show 
to the viewer.

Finally, I pay tribute to all art lovers and to those who give attention to art.

-- Ziba Vishteh, Winter, 2019

JOHANN VILHJALMSSON: NOTES ON MY ART

1. The Great Polemic In my Father's House 1/3
40x60 cm Ink on paper 
Inspired by Milorad Pavic's book the Dictionary of the Khazars. The 
colors squares stand for the many rooms different in colors, shapes and 
sizes as there is place for everyone. The asemic text underlines that 
even if we think we understand everything, all is truly hidden.

2. My Yuja W - A musical work 3/4
40x60 cm Ink on paper 
Inspired by the musician Yuja Wand, whom I listen to every day. She 
manages to elevate every piece she performs.

3. Untitled - A musical work 1/4
40x60 cm Ink on paper
Listening to Bach gives me endless pleasure, and it was the inspiration 
to this series. I am only a listener of music, this is not an interpretation, 
rather a presentation of the feelings evoked.

4. Ghostwritten   The Icelandic Book of Settlement revisited
40x60 cm Ink on paper 
The validity of the book has been a debate for centuries. Written in the 
13th century, it chronicled the ruling members of the Icelandic 
Parliament at the time. The Alþingi parliament is one of the oldest in 
the world, established in 874. The ruling classes constantly rewrite 
history in their favor. They did then, and they do now.

5. C1  Inspired by popular comics like Loony Tunes
40x60 cm Ink on paper
The work focuses on how news and current affairs are oversimplified. 
I emphasize the singularity in the center with incomprehensible 
explanations floating over without any connection with the people or 
the audience.









16. Portrait of the Artist as a Self in the Early Years 1 of 2
50 x 50 Ink on paper
There is action in the self, things are happening the outer rim that is 
orange and red. Memories are new and few and they spread out in 
pulsating time.

17. Joy
25 x 90 cm Ink on paper
The picture is asemic and fractal. The asemic writing is all over the 

 place as it twists and turns and repeats. The inspiration for this picture 
 comes from a French film from the 70's, a young man is standing by a 
 kiosk lighting a cigarette eying his girlfriend as she dances on the beach. 
 I am attempting to capture that which is untamed and joyfully free.

18. ParallelWorlds
40 x 80 cm Ink on paper
The world on the left is the visual world and on the right-hand  side we 
have time. The story is in asemic and the self in the center is in a 
constant repeat with a twist.

19. 140 prayers for Jas
61 x 91 cm
This a religious work. A prayer for all women who have been 
mistreated or abused.

20. Jas
57 x 90 cm Ink on paper
This is a story that takes place in the Philippians. We are in Davao. Its 
late in the evening, a group of young girls are coming from a dance 
practice they stop at a carpark and decide to dance under the 
streetlights somebody puts up a cell and a video is shot. That video 
was my first encounter with street dance and I liked it, to me there was 
a strange connection to baroque music. This picture is the 3rd in this 
series and the girls in the dance group are my inspiration here.
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The moving finger
writes; and, having
writ, Moves on. . . .

Omar Khayyam, Rubaiyat

The asemic text
underlines that
even if we think 
we understand 
everything,
all is truly hidden.

Jóhann Vilhjalmsson
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