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Interstitial Spaces and Blurred Demarcations

In a contemporary moment burdened by the threat of contagion, the processes by which we
think about space and are present with one another are perpetually in flux. Distance is the
characterizing force of the changes we are experiencing; the new realities brought on by a virus
that relies on proximity to infect have undeniably and thoroughly altered the ways that we are
able to experience closeness. Our lives feel pervaded by invisible boundaries that necessitate a
constant two metres of space between ourselves and others in public, informing the politics and
power dynamics of access: to travel, to safety, to healthcare. Despite this, we are connected
through our collective experience of seeking out closeness in new ways and wrestling with our
own ideas around safety and communal responsibility when we leave our homes. As a part of
the regular navigation of our new and continuously changing conditions, we look for those
moments of comfort and connection, while grappling with new and confusing regulations.

The artists in Proof 27 hold and reshape the demarcation of space in their explorations of
distance and closeness, separation and intimacy. They implement lens-based practices to
produce works that perform investigations of the intimacy of private space, histories and
identities carried and transformed by distance, tactile and narrative intimacies and the
relationships between geographic distance and the gendered space between two subjects.
While these investigations feel especially timely and significant right now–our way of interacting
with closeness forever changed by the past year–they also speak to ongoing and familiar
questions and experiences that permeate our world regardless of pandemic. Shirin Fathi,
Shohreh Golazad, Karishma Pranjivan and Xan Shian perform an undoing of demarcation,
destabilizing the boundaries through which we define proximity and intimacy and instead
reframe understandings of space as multiple and interstitial. The works in Proof 27 plumb the
depth of distance, forging an eclectic document of proximity, space and intimacy.

In her series Private Spaces, Karishma Pranjivan explores privacy and anonymity in portraiture,
investigating the relationship between her subjects and their physical environments. Pranjivan’s
images dance around the line between public and private spaces, acting as a measurement of
intimacy and personal space while still allowing a certain anonymity to her subjects. In
Pranjivan’s image Mohammed, the artist’s subject sits atop an unmade bed. Light from an
adjacent window settles onto their face and chest; they look simultaneously alert and at ease. At
the edge of the frame, a bedside table houses a tangle of objects: a vase of dried flowers, a box
of Pop-Tarts, a tote bag spilling out of a drawer. The uncurated quality of this environment
illuminates the specific vulnerability of sharing one's personal space. Now contextualized–as
seemingly everything is–through the lens of pandemic, the image seems to question, how long
has it been since you’ve sat alongside a friend in their bedroom? Pranjivan’s Mohammed is part
of a series of images that also documents people gathering in public space: someone snaps a



photograph on their smartphone amidst a group of people riding a ferry; two people stand
beside each other as they watch a baseball game through a chain-link fence. While notions of
privacy and identity become diluted in the public sphere, this shift also offers an anonymity that
exists less discernibly within the private and personifying atmosphere of a bedroom. Formerly
mundane moments of togetherness bring forward a new and significant intimacy that speaks
differently than Pranjivan’s solitudinous images.

In her work The Mirror Room, Shohreh Golazad employs the form of an artist book to similarly
explore closeness. Printed within the fabric pages of the book are photographs of women,
embellished and sometimes obstructed by a series of basic stitches that Golazad learnt in
school as a young girl. The structure of this work lends itself to storytelling, and a classic tale of
girlhood and coming of age unfolds within the pages, marked by the gendered and
time-consuming labour of stitching and mending. The viewer is able to run their hands over the
lines stitched through the photographs, connecting them to past moments when Golazad traced
the same paths with her needle and thread. By connecting viewers to a moment of currently
unsanctioned touch, Golazad troubles the ways we have become accustomed to experiencing
closeness in order to facilitate an extended intimate interaction for the viewer.

The weave of the book’s fabric pages is akin to a web, referencing the multiple nuanced
approaches to feminism that Golazad seeks to define and situate herself within. These feminist
narratives do not follow the stereotyped neo-/Orientalistic1 frameworks for understanding the
Middle East or Iran, and negate reductive categorizations of Middle Eastern women. Golazad’s
artist book sits atop a table, accompanied by disposable plastic gloves for the viewer to wear in
order to open and flip through the book. The gloves become a part of a ritual of engagement,
informed by both archival and public health practices, allowing the viewer more material access
and coercing them into a slow viewing practice. These images cannot be consumed quickly.
Pages must be turned, buttons must be undone–hindering image consumption from happening
at the rate of the 24-hour news cycle and instead affording the women in Golazad’s photographs
agency over the Western gaze.

Contrasting with Golazad's exploration of Middle Eastern femininity, Shirin Fathi’s series Heart
Throbs investigates Iranian masculinity and histories of ungendered beauty in Iran. In this series
of self portraits, Fathi stares out at her viewer from behind veils, wigs and caked-on makeup,
using Iranian paintings from the 19th century as a point of departure for these photographs.
During this time period, beauty ideals in Iran were much less binary–it was fashionable for
women to have facial hair, and men wore makeup and presented in a way that would be
generally understood as feminine today.2 The Iranian paintings that Fathi bases her images on
often feature European clothing, a record of the cultural exchange transpiring between Europe
and Iran at the time. This cultural exchange would eventually go on to impose a much more

2 Afsaneh Najmabadi, Women with Mustaches and Men without Beards: Gender and Sexual Anxieties of
Iranian Modernity (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2005).

1 Salim Kerboua, “From Orientalism to Neo-Orientalism: Early and Contemporary Constructions of Islam and the
Muslim World,” Intellectual Discourse 24, no. 1 (2016): 27. Kerboua contextualizes neo-Orientalism as modern
manifestations of early Orientalist thinking, involving essentialized constructions about Islam and the
Middle East that fail to deliver nuanced understandings and instead construct a binaristic one.



inflexible, binary understanding of maleness and a heteronormative idea of love onto Iranian
culture at the end of the 19th century. Fathi enacts a moment before this imposition, dressed in
drag as men sporting the sort of effeminate fashion and beauty that was previously celebrated in
Iran. Having lived parts of her life in both Iran and Europe, Fathi situates herself as affected by a
similar exchange of cultures across borders. She performs the cultural distance between Iran
and Europe, as well as the conceptual distance that exists between contemporary and 19th
century understandings of Iranian beauty. In turn, she problematizes the demarcation between
the colonial-constructed gender polarities of man and woman. Through demonstrating how
closely situated ideas of masculinity and femininity were in Iran, Fathi forges a new archive of
genderbending Iranian subjects.

Xan Shian’s work parallels Fathi’s exploration of a distance between two geographies, but
instead inquires into how identity is formed for subjects who exist between two places, carrying
multiple encounters and bodies within them. Here, seawater acts as a measure of distance, but
also as a body that connects land masses and holds the potential to soothe homesickness.
Shian traces the Scottish and Gaelic folklore she grew up with in order to deconstruct the
phenomenon of occupying multiple liminal positionalities at once, including the different
relationships to place, language and culture that she occupies as a white settler of Scottish
ancestry living in canada. In exploring the ways that a body can act as a container for multiple
selves, Shian turns to the ocean as a symbol of liminality. She employs this symbol to excavate
the physical, cultural and conceptual distance between the shores of Scotland and the shores
on which she grew up. Four steel plates record a site on the shoreline where the artist was
raised, documenting the conversation between land and water in rust, salt and residue from the
shore. A photograph of this location is projected onto a sheet of glass, a surface that reflects
back the demarcation between water and land. This margin speaks to the Scottish folklore of
the Selkie, a seal-like being who sheds their skin in order to move between the realms of water
and land, animal and human.3 Shian’s own latex-cast skins are scattered throughout the space,
creating bodies that draw from queer phenomenological inquiry into the inbetween,4 to represent
the shapeshifting she undergoes as an individual who occupies many seemingly conflicted
identities at once. Water embodies the physical and conceptual distance between these
identities, but also transforms this distance, allowing it to be reimagined as a mechanism of
connection.

Through diverse approaches, the artists in Proof 27 negotiate confines through their
explorations of distance and proximity, untethering us from the boundaries through which we
understand these ideas. Here, photography acts as a tool to connect viewers to a vicarious
experience of currently unpermitted intimacy, and to foreground ideas of physical, geographic,
cultural, and personal distance that feel especially resonant in this moment. Through these
intentions, the artists carve out an interstitial space that pays tribute to a collection of different
understandings of intimacies, distances and proximities–another way of looking. In a current
landscape where everything is understood through a series of measurements–how close we are

4 See: Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomonology (Durham: Duke Universit Press, 2006).

3 Peter Le Couteur, “Slipping Off the Sealskin: Gender, Species, and Fictive Kinship in Selkie Folktales,”
Gender Forum 55 (2015): 56.



standing to a stranger, how many breaths we’ve taken, how many days we’ve spent
inside–Proof 27 offers a place to take solace from this, if only for a moment, through this blurring
of demarcations.

Dallas Fellini
March 2021
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Gallery 44 Centre for Contemporary Photography is a charitable, non-profit, artist-run centre
committed to supporting multi-faceted approaches to photography and lens-based media. Founded
in 1979 to establish a supportive environment for the development of artistic practice, Gallery 44’s
mandate is to provide a context for meaningful reflection and dialogue on contemporary
photography. Gallery 44 is committed to programs that reflect the continuously changing definition of
photography by presenting a wide range of practices that engage timely and critical explorations of
the medium. Through exhibitions, public engagement, education programs and production facilities
our objective is to explore the artistic, cultural, historic, social and political implications of the image
in our ever-expanding visual world.

Shirin Fathi is an Iranian-Canadian artist and curator whose work focuses on cultural changes
in relation to gender identity. Through role-play and the use of cosmetics, masks and
prosthetics, Fathi uses her own body as a subject to stage ambiguous and often marginalized
identities. Building upon her recent project focusing on gender representation in the history of
cultural exchange between Europe and Iran in 19th century Qajar paintings, her current project
examines gender representation in relation to the contemporary culture and beauty ideals
imposed on Iranian women through cosmetic surgery. This project has allowed her to work in an
interdisciplinary way moving from photography to sculpture and installation, expanding her
artistic practice.

Shohreh Golazad is a graduate student at OCAD university in New Media Art History program,
currently focused on writing her MRP-major research paper- on Strategic Self-exoticism in the
Contemporary Iranian Art. She immigrated to Canada in 2014 from her beloved hometown, Tehran,
Iran. In her artistic practice, her medium of choice is, but not limited to, a mixture of photography and
fabric art. Immigration, although, acted as a hindrance to her artistic practice, yet it has also both
informed and inspired her academic and artistic practice. Shohreh Golazad is interested in the
questions of identity, Multiple Colonialism in imagination and dreaming. Her works have won both
national and international acclaim and she has been exhibited in both venues.

Karishma Pranjivan b. Toronto, 1994 is an interdisciplinary visual artist living and working between
Toronto and New York. She holds a Bachelors of Arts Degree in Creative Direction from the
University of the Arts London (2016). Utilizing a diverse set of disciplines to approach her work, she
sustains a strong interest in image-making, design, shape, and moving image. Her most recent
pieces investigate narratives surrounding identity, privacy and anonymity.

Xan Shian is an interdisciplinary artist and writer, and MFA candidate in the AHVA Department at UBC,
whose practice uses the presence and absence of memory to question the corporeal tensions that
manifest within her body. Xan's work examines how the Scottish and Gaelic folklores she grew up hearing
help navigate the in-between spaces of personal, cultural and material encounter by seeking what is
absent or unaccounted for. She has written for and shown works at spaces including the Polygon Gallery
(Vancouver), Project Pangée (Montreal), the AHVA Gallery (UBC, Vancouver), and the Ou Gallery
(Duncan). Xan makes art and lives as an uninvited guest on the traditional, ancestral and unceded



territories of the xʷməθkwəy̓əm (Musqueam), Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish), and Səl̓ílwətaʔ/Selilwitulh
(Tsleil-Waututh) Nations.

Dallas Fellini is an emerging curator and writer living and working in Tkaronto. Their practice is
invested in interdisciplinarity, the dissolution of boundaries between different art forms and arts
communities, trans and queer histories and futures, and the intersections of art and popular culture.
Dallas has published work with Canadian Art, The Journal of Curatorial Studies, Peripheral Review,
The Journal of Visual & Critical Studies, and Acta Victoriana, and they have curated exhibitions for
Xpace Cultural Centre and Hearth. Dallas is a cofounder of Silverfish, an arts publication devoted to
interdisciplinary collaboration, skill-sharing, and cultivating ongoing dialogues between emerging
artists and writers.
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