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What's done is done. There’s no going back. That was then and this is now. You cannot step
in the same river twice. Except the river does not exist unless it is stepped in. There can be no
sense of the past unless it is remade, for history does not exist unless it is changed with each
return. Every work of art rearranges the past and draws a new lineage, contained in itself.
We think of art as permanent revolution, a nullification of everything that came before
when in fact it weaves a fabric of relations that is ever more intricate. It tears the fabric and
reweaves it. So when I look at these works by Shahrzad Kamel, apparently simple and
yet so expressive, I return to those artists I know - to William Henry Fox Talbot, one of the
earliest photographers, and to Brassai, who gave up making pictures of nightlife to look
closely at scratched walls, and to more contemporary photographers like Eileen Quinlan,
who brought down the curtain on black and white photography. Because of Shahrzad'’s
photographs I cannot see the work of any of these photographers in the same way I did
before. Through her I return to the past and find it transformed.

There are other ways to think about her work. Pure metaphors, we could call the
photographs because they provoke a multitude of associations without identifying the
first term of comparison. We don't know exactly what we see, but we know what they
make us feel and think about and therefore why we want to look. We will leave the
metaphors aside for now, let the evocations accumulate. We need to address first the
artist’s process, for here she engages the theme of time as the heart of her work.

For this exhibition, Shahrzad has created two bodies of work. The first is a series
of photograms - pictures made without a camera by placing an object in front of
photographic paper and exposing it to light. The object is a simple piece of mesh that can
look very different depending on whether it is enlarged or in color. It's a lesson in how
photographing a “subject” can change its appearance - so much so that the very idea of
a stable subject is undermined. In photography, there are no real subjects, only apparent
ones, and appearances can change.

Shahrzad explores the implications of this in two series of photographs based on negatives
she took previously. She has subjected these negatives - chemical, analogue negatives,
physical objects - to a sequence of damaging alterations and printed the results. It is as
if in scraping and burning them, she opened up the surface to reveal latent potentials in

the negatives, resident but unseen. Or rather, she begins where the original image left
off, provoked by its completeness and finality to render something unpredictable, even
unrecognizable. Thus, each image is a record of a least two different instants at once.
The negative has already registered one moment, a scene or object the artist saw at some
time in the past and felt compelled to photograph. That moment is held open for as long
as the negative exists. But she decided to commit the negative to another moment in
time, the time of a destructive act, and to repeat the process. With each new attack, the
negative gathers information and leaves the original moment behind. Shahrzad steps in
the same river many times, to discover that there is no point of return and no possibility
of repetition. The subject is degraded forever.

We can see the accumulation of instants as the negatives themselves disintegrate. Each
damaging event registers. The artist reaches a point where she has to tape the pieces of
the negative together in order to make a print. We can imagine that the endpoint to this
series would be the complete destruction of the negative, a loss of origin, and perhaps the
need to start over with a new image captured by the camera.

The obvious analogy to human beings gives the images tremendous poignancy. Each of
us registers our experiences, which accumulate as we age and decline. What's lost with
the destruction of our physical "negatives” is the store of memories that make up our
identity, our being. That we experience this fullness and disintegration at the same time
is the ultimate paradox of existence.

Yet the character of the images suggests that this process of accretion by destruction
has another dimension. As we mentioned earlier, it is the dimension of metaphor and
association. One of the negatives appears to depict a flat structure, like a wall. Over
time this surface seems to crack and pull apart. All barriers or structures of containment
are doomed to fail in time. The other negative series shows a filmy surface with deep
black striations—scars on an insubstantial surface. What remains are the wounds, the
incisions. Each series bears the burden of trauma, re-experienced in memory but changed
each time. Trauma, held in the mind and borne as evidence on a physical body, is the river
we return to again and again, never to be wiped out until we disappear.
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Link it to other images, 2016/\¥4¥ ,Gelatin silver print, 40.6 x 50.8 cm, Unique, ,53 ;5lai b bls,
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Gelatin silver photogram
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