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Established in 2000, Sundaram Tagore Gallery 

is devoted to examining the exchange of ideas 

between Western and non-Western cultures. 

We focus on developing exhibitions and hosting 

not-for-profit events that encourage spiritual, 

social and aesthetic dialogues. In a world where 

communication is instant and cultures are colliding 

and melding as never before, our goal is to provide 

venues for art that transcend boundaries of all 

sorts. With alliances across the globe, our interest 

in cross-cultural exchange extends beyond the 

visual arts into many other disciplines, including 

poetry, literature, performance art, film and music.
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Sundaram Tagore Singapore is pleased to present an 

exhibition of work by Iranian artist Golnaz Fathi who is 

renowned for her abstract paintings rooted in the rich 

traditions of Persian calligraphy. The show comprises 

recent canvases, works on paper, lightboxes and a 

new series of expressionist drawings, which are being 

unveiled for the first time.

 

Born in Tehran in 1972, Fathi is one of the few women 

in Iran to excel at traditional Islamic calligraphy, a 

largely male-dominated discipline. For six years, she 

underwent rigorous training. She would sit for up to 

eight hours daily, carefully controlling her breathing 

and writing poetry with a qalam (a writing instrument 

made from a dried reed) to master traditional strokes. 

Despite becoming one of the country’s most skilled 

practitioners, Fathi decided to leave the privileged 

world of Islamic calligraphy to pursue a career as a 

contemporary artist.

 

Trading her qalam for paintbrushes and pens, Fathi 

created her own distinct visual language. For her recent 

series of paintings on canvas, Fathi applied acrylic in 

large, gestural brushstrokes using a limited palette of 

red, blue and yellow. She then used a pen to inscribe 

the canvases with thousands of minute marks that 

echo the forms of calligraphic letters. Her process 

is informed by the tradition of siah-mashq or “black 

practice,” where the calligrapher draws one letter or 

word repeatedly until the paper is covered with black 

ink to warm up the hand. Fathi transforms siah-mashq 

into intricate compositions. Playing with lines, she 

places them across, up, down and off the edge of the 

canvas evoking mountains, crevices and waterfalls.

Since 2007, she has pushed herself to move beyond 

paint and canvas and has been experimenting with 

lightboxes. To create these works, she draws raw, 

gestural lines, similar to her pen works, which she then 

has laser cut into a black surface. This forms abstract 

patterns, which are then pierced with light. 

The highlight of this exhibition is her new series of 

expressionist paintings and drawings. Since last year, 

Fathi has been exploring a medium that had long been 

forbidden to her as a student of traditional calligraphy: 

the ballpoint pen. In a meditative process, she spends 

up to twelve hours layering thousands of intricate 

lines using archival rollerball pen on paper or canvas. 

A complete departure from her calligraphic roots, 

these quivering, hatched lines coalesce into minimalist 

compositions hovering within expanses of negative 

space. “In the past I’ve talked so much through 

calligraphy so here is a space where you can breathe, 

where your mind your can fly and you can use your 

imagination,” says Fathi of the works.

Left: Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on paper, 11.8 x 11.8 inches/30 x 30 cm
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“Art is a form of consciousness,” noted the critic Susan 

Sontag, writing in her journals in 1964. “All great 

art contains at its center contemplation, a dynamic 

contemplation.” Speaking to me from Tehran, the artist 

Golnaz Fathi told me her new artworks are a form of 

mediation, her contemplations. “These pen drawings,” 

Fathi explained, “play themselves out in my imagination. 

Each line has hours of thought, of dreams, of struggle 

behind it.”

Inflicted marks, short lines made with a pen on paper, 

repeated obsessively until a form begins to take shape 

against the white page. The density of control flows to 

a chimeric edge that gives way to emptiness. Subtle 

movements of the pen create shifts of pattern, a play 

between light and shadow as shapes coalesce only 

to dissipate into abstraction. The drawings may seem 

a departure for Fathi, a formal shift from her previous 

paintings. But the new artworks on view in Singapore 

are perhaps an inevitable progression, a phase in 

the artist’s work that represents both a formal and 

conceptual evolution.

Early in her career, Fathi made calligraphic paintings, but 

she came to see the work as too confining. There was a 

tendency for viewers to read the work, rather than to view 

them as art objects. The relationship between textuality 

and art in the calligraphic became a burden. “Art is not 

literal,” she explained. “Art is not supposed to be real. I 

decided I didn’t want to be the conveyor of literature.” 

From there her painting took a turn toward abstraction. 

She came to see letters as forms without a direct, 

confined representational quality. The calligraphic words 

were emptied of their meaning, and Fathi’s paintings 

A R T  A S  C O N T E M P L A T I O N :  R E C E N T  W O R K  B Y  G O L N A Z  F A T H I

S H I V A  B A L A G H I

Left: Untitled (detail), 2014, pen and varnish on canvas, 57.5 x 50.4 inches/146 x 128 cm



10 11

developed into their own inimical style. Her canvases were 

filled with large fluid brush strokes against backgrounds 

of saturated yellow, lapis, and a vivid red. The surface 

of the canvas was intercepted with splatters of color 

and patches of illegible text. Fathi began to develop her 

own distinctive but illegible visual language. The overall 

aesthetic sensibility of her paintings conveyed a sense of 

meaning, an experiential reference. 

But Fathi began to push her art even further. “I don’t 

like to repeat myself,” she insists. “I can’t stay frozen 

in one place. I need to have challenges to grow as an 

artist.” And she began to think of the Perso-Islamic term 

for calligraphy—khatt—which can also mean a line. And 

so the calligraphic that had morphed into a beautifully 

flowing abstraction turned toward the linear. There was a 

concomitant extension of the instruments Fathi used for 

making art—moving from the calligraphic reed pen to the 

paintbrush and then to the ballpoint pen.

The discovery of the humble pen for making art was 

revelatory. “The ballpoint pen has opened a new world for 

me,” the artist explained. “The pen is so commonplace. 

It’s ordinary; we use it all the time. It is something 

worthless we discard without much thought. But I came 

to understand that with this simple pen, you can make 

serious art.” Fathi’s discovery of the pen has led to new 

directions in her work, layering of textures, use of color 

contrast, and linear flows that take the calligraphic 

notation into new horizons.

Fathi’s approach to making art is disciplined, laborious, 

and sometimes even touching on obsessive. Her 

process stems from her years of intensive training with 

the top echelons Iran’s master calligraphers. Mastery of 

calligraphy involves a sharp focus of the mind, a perfect 

alignment of the body, and a controlled rhythmic way of 

breathing so that the pen can create perfectly shaped 

letters on the page. Fathi achieves a rare blend of rigid 

control and spontaneous fluidity. The intensity of her 

process helps create a space of serene detachment 

in which she makes her art—a state of contemplation. 

“In your mind, you have to arrive at nothingness,” she 

explains, “so that you can work from your subconscious. 

The art comes into being without thinking. You have to 

be in an altered state, so you don’t hear anything, see 

anything, think anything. That is how the art can be pure.” 

In her new work, the fastidious repetitive movement of 

the pen on the surface to create layers upon layers of 

markings produce an ethereal graphic quality. The images 

convey an almost gauzelike textile until the density of 

the lines becomes tighter, folding onto themselves into 

deep, rich hues. A drawing rendered in shades of indigo 

is paired with another in dark tonal black. And as the art 

took shape, black became a central focus for Fathi. “The 

density of black ink can look like ten different colors. The 

drawings are monochromatic, but you can see that black 

is actually made up of tens of colors. When you look 

at the drawing, it is like you are looking at the tail of a 

peacock with so many brilliant colors.”

These reflections on the qualities of the color black 

bring to mind the painting of the Robert Motherwell, an 

American abstract expressionist Fathi has long admired. 

His iconic series of paintings Elegy to the Spanish 
Republic were characterized by sweeping brushstrokes 

that created amorphous black shapes against an open 

white canvas. In his paintings, black and white “tend to 

be the protagonists,” Motherwell once explained. “Black 

is technically not a color. Then what is more natural than 

a passionate interest in juxtaposing black and white, 

being and non-being, life and death?”  

Fathi delved further into this juxtaposition of black and 

white in a series of works made with lightboxes. Here, 

black becomes the background color—and her white 

lines twist and turn into curves, suggesting free-form 

calligraphic notations. The works are fluid and seem 

to be in movement, as though searching for ultimate 

expression across the surface of light. 

Fathi pushes this dialogical relationship between black 

and white, between form and emptiness further into a 

series of geometric drawings. So the calligraphic notation 

gives way to the line that then becomes the geometric 

form. And here too Fathi rubs against time honored 

principles of classic Islamic art—sacred geometry. Rather 

than drawing on the classic shapes commonly used in 

Islamic art and architecture—the square, the hexagon, 

the octagon—Fathi creates her own mathematical logic, 

deriving her own angular shapes. But the effect of 

disciplined manipulation of lines and angles to produce 

countless permutations—a fundamental notion of 

classical Islamic art—remains embedded in her artworks. 

Each of the angular drawings seems an improvisational 

riff on classic geometric designs, playfully rendered into 

obscure shapes. 

Fathi’s process of exploration continues. She then takes 

her lines onto yet another surface—the canvas. Working 

the pen onto canvas was painstaking, but she found by 

creating line upon line, the process of repetition worked 

the surface of the canvas, turning it into a leatherlike 
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texture. “It’s very physical, the process of making this 

art,” she told me. “It’s an intense experience. There’s a 

mystery to it, seeing how it unfolds on the surface.” The 

handmade effect of the art is a real commitment. Working 

the pen across a large-scale canvas made Fathi highly 

attuned to dimensionality and scale. And with each line 

of the pen, Fathi was stripping down the calligraphic 

notation to its most fundamental, most elemental form. 

As she made these pen drawings, Fathi became more 

aware of her surroundings, and the parallel sense of 

the atmospherics being reproduced in her art. “I came 

to realize the importance of white space, of absence, of 

emptiness in my work,” she explained. And this absence 

characterizes Fathi’s larger paintings as well. Her triptychs 

are beautifully evocative manifestations of this tension 

between what can be seen and what remains unseen—

absence. “What any true painting touches is an absence,” 

wrote the English art critic John Berger, “an absence of 

which without the painting, we might be unaware.”

And in this notion of absence in paintings, this attention 

to white space one can see a dialogue of sorts taking 

place between Fathi’s minimalism and the work of the 

Korean artist Lee Ufan, whom she has long admired. 

Ufan has spoken of working with the idea of “negation” 

in order to reduce art to its most fundamental elements. 

Dansaekhwa, Korean monochromatic painting, is 

characterized by a minimalist aesthetic. There is 

an attention to materiality, the use of repetition that 

brings focus to the surface of the artwork, distilling the 

fundamental elements of the calligraphic tradition to its 

foundations—the point and the line. And so one can trace 

in the two artists’ work contrapuntal artistic trajectories, 

transforming traditional art forms into more modernist 

expression suited for a contemporary ethos. The quest 

entails an unflinching, rigorous approach to seeking 

beauty in simplicity. 

With her drawings, paintings and lightboxes, Fathi 

disrupts the conventions of the calligraphic tradition. 

She breaks with the textual altogether, flattening form 

into lines. Inflected marks of the pen, progressively 

repeated on the surface, take angular dimensions until 

they become her own reimagined geometric forms. The 

use of repetition amplifies the tonality of color, creating a 

dialogic relationship between form and emptiness. This 

meditative repetition lends the work an ethereal quality. 

And in this multiplicity, one finally arrives at a sense of 

contemplative harmony. 

—December 2016

Shiva Balaghi, Ph.D., is an independent scholar and 
curator based in Los Angeles. Balaghi was among the 
first faculty to introduce the subject of contemporary 
Middle Eastern art at American universities, teaching for 
nearly two decades at New York University and Brown 
University. She has written widely on visual culture for 
museum catalogues and publications such as Artforum, 
Canvas and Ibraaz.
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Untitled, 2015, acrylic, pen and varnish on canvas, 70.9 x 53.2 inches/180 x 135 cm
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Untitled, 2014, acrylic, pen and varnish on canvas, 57.5 x 50.4 inches/146 x 128 cm
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Untitled, 2014, acrylic, pen and varnish on canvas, 15.8 x 47.3 inches/40 x 120 cm Untitled, 2014, acrylic, pen, gold leaf and varnish on canvas, 15.8 x 47.3 inches/40 x 120 cm
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Untitled, 2012, pen and varnish on canvas, 31.5 x 173.2 inches/80 x 440 cm
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Untitled, 2009, pen and varnish on canvas, 70.9 x 88.6 inches/180 x 225 cm Untitled, 2011, pen and varnish on canvas, 70.9 x 70.9 inches/180 x 180 cm
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Untitled, 2014, pen and varnish on canvas, 57.5 x 50.4 inches/146 x 128 cm
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Untitled, 2012, pen and varnish on canvas, 17.7 x 212.6 inches/45 x 540 cm
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Untitled, 2014, acrylic, pen and varnish on canvas, 57.5 x 50.4 inches/146 x 128 cm
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Untitled, 2016, acrylic, pen and varnish on canvas, 15.8 x 11.8 inches/40 x 30 cm each
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Untitled, 2011, pen on canvas, satin varnish, 47.2 x 47.2 inches/120 x 120 cm
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Untitled, 2010, lightbox, 19.7 x 27.6 inches/50 x 70 cm Untitled, 2010, lightbox, 19.7 x 27.6 inches/50 x 70 cm
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Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on canvas, 59.1 x 39.4 inches/150 x 100 cm
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Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on canvas, 59.1 x 39.4 inches/150 x 100 cm Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on canvas, 59.1 x 39.4 inches/150 x 100 cm
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Untitled, 2015, ballpoint pen and varnish on canvas, 66.9 x 45.3 inches/170 x 115 cm
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Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on paper, 11.8 x 11.8 inches/30 x 30 cm each
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Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on paper, 11.8 x 11.8 inches/30 x 30 cm each Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on paper, 11.8 x 11.8 inches/30 x 30 cm each
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Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on paper, 27.6 x 19.7 inches/70 x 50 cm Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on paper, 27.6 x 19.7 inches/70 x 50 cm
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Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on paper, 19.7 x 27.6 inches/50 x 70 cm
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Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on paper, 19.7 x 27.6 inches/50 x 70 cm Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on paper, 19.7 x 27.6 inches/50 x 70 cm
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Untitled, 2015, ballpoint pen on pages of Persian book, 12.8 x 9.1 inches/32.5 x 23 cm each
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Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on paper, 11.7 x 8.3 inches/29.7 x 21 cm each Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on paper, 11.7 x 8.3 inches/29.7 x 21 cm each
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Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on paper, 11.7 x 8.3 inches/29.7 x 21 cm each Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on paper, 11.7 x 8.3 inches/29.7 x 21 cm each
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Untitled, 2016, ballpoint pen on paper, 11.7 x 8.3 inches/29.7 x 21 cm each
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Untitled, 2015, ballpoint pen on canvas, 48.4 x 66.9 inches/123 x 170 cm
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Untitled, 2015, ballpoint pen and varnish on canvas, 66.9 x 45.3 inches/170 x 115 cm Untitled, 2015, ballpoint pen and varnish on canvas, 66.9 x 45.3 inches/170 x 115 cm
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Based in Paris and Tehran, Golnaz Fathi is part of a thriving generation of Iranian artists who grew 
up during the Islamic revolution and the Iran-Iraq war, a deeply isolated period of the country’s 
history. She is widely recognized for expanding the tradition of calligraphy and pushing it to new 
heights. Her works are inspired by American Abstract Expressionists and Iranian and Middle 
Eastern modernists who pioneered the use of the written word as a pictorial element in the late 
1950s and early 1960s. Technically brilliant, she has developed a new visual language, which 
reconciles the ancient with the contemporary. She has a Bachelor of Arts degree in graphic 
design from Azad University, Tehran, and a diploma in Iranian calligraphy from the Iranian Society 
of Calligraphy. 
 
Fathi’s works are in permanent collections of esteemed institutions including the Asian Civilisations 
Museum, Singapore; the Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur; The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York; the British Museum, London; the World Bank, Washington, D.C.; 
Brighton & Hove Museum, East Sussex, England; Carnegie Mellon University, Doha; the Devi Art 
Foundation, New Delhi; and The Farjam Collection, Dubai. Last year she exhibited at Frontiers 
Reimagined, a collateral event of the 56th Venice Biennale.
 
Golnaz Fathi has been recognized with numerous awards and accolades. In 1995, she was named 
Best Woman Calligraphist by the Iranian Society of Calligraphy. In 2010, she was invited to be 
a member of the selection committee of the renowned Sharjah Calligraphy Biennial and in the 
following year she was chosen to be a Young Global Leader Honoree by the World Economic 
Forum.
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