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TALKS & EVENTS

Tuesday 9 April, 7pm
Nasrin Tabatabai & Babak Afrassiabi in conversation with 
Chisenhale Gallery Director, Polly Staple.
This event is free but booking is strongly advised. Please contact 
mail@chisenhale.org.uk to make a reservation.

Tuesday 23 April, 9-10:30am
A coffee morning and special viewing of Nasrin Tabatabai & 
Babak Afrassiabi’s exhibition. Cakes are generously provided by 
the East End Women’s Institute.



nasrin tabatabai & babak afrassiabi 
‘seep’ 

Chisenhale Gallery presents the first UK solo exhibition by Nasrin 
Tabatabai and Babak Afrassiabi. Seep is an installation of video 
projections, objects and prints. The exhibition is produced in 
partnership with Delfina Foundation and co-commissioned with the 
Museum of Contemporary Art of Barcelona (MACBA).

In 2011, Tabatabai and Afrassiabi began a series of works that juxtapose 
two 20th century archives in the UK and Iran. One produced by 
British Petroleum (BP, then known as the Anglo Iranian Oil Company) 
documents the company’s operations in Iran beginning in 1908 and 
ending with the nationalisation of the oil industry in 1951. The other is 
the collection of modern Western art acquired by the Tehran Museum 
of Contemporary Art during the late 1970s and withdrawn from public 
display for twenty years following the Islamic revolution in 1979. The 
artists’ approach to these archives considers their suspension, through 
discontinuation (in the case of the oil company) or removal (in the case 
of the museum).

One of the videos in the installation incorporates documents from 
the British Petroleum archive relating to a film that was produced by 
the Anglo Iranian Oil Company in 1948 to present the oil industry’s 
modernising effect on Iran. Titled Persian Story, the film was produced 
in Technicolour and was an idealised account of Anglo Iranian’s 
activities, in line with the narrative recounted in the company’s archive, 
but its production coincided with political disputes around oil and the 
closure of the refinery, and these factors inevitably encroached on the 
film’s plot. Tabatabai and Afrassiabi’s video dramatises a letter from the 
archive in which the director, who was commissioned to make the film, 
complains about the ‘unfilmability’ of his subject matter.

Also included in the installation is a scale model of the Tehran Museum 
of Contemporary Art that shows only the passages leading to the 
basement where the collection of Western art is stored, omitting the 
representational spaces of the galleries. Although some works are 
occasionally exhibited, since its withdrawal in 1979 the collection has 
acquired a sense of non-presence. Tabatabai and Afrassiabi interpret 
this innate withdrawal as the means by which the collection is able 



to enact its contemporaneity as an ‘Iranian’ collection, and thus, 
conversely, re-enter history. This approach presupposes a subtractive 
notion of archiving and archival representation, which underlies the 
historiography proposed in this installation.

A second video follows the artists as they travel to different sites in 
south west Iran – the geographical site that the BP archive registers – 
capturing images of natural oil seeps as they ooze from the ground. The 
notion of the oil seep – crude oil materialising naturally, but beyond 
historical purpose, disregarding even the ground over and through 
which it spreads – informs Tabatabai and Afrassiabi’s reading of these 
two archives and implicitly traces connections between them.

Tabatabai and Afrassiabi have collaborated as Pages since 2004, 
producing joint projects and publishing a bilingual magazine – also 
called Pages – in Farsi and English. Their projects and the magazine’s 
editorial approach are closely linked, both described by the artists 
as ‘attempts in articulating the indecisive space between art and its 
historical condition’. A forthcoming issue of Pages, titled ‘Seep’, will 
be published in Summer 2013.

Tabatabai and Afrassiabi live in Rotterdam and work in the Netherlands 
and Iran. Recent exhibitions include Two Archives, Tensta Konsthall, 
Stockholm (2013); Seep, MACBA, Barcelona (2012); Prairies, Les 
Ateliers de Rennes Biennial, Rennes (2012); ROUNDTABLE, 9th 
Gwangju Biennale (2012); Untitled, 12th Istanbul Biennial (2011); Two 
Archives, Badischer Kunstverein, Karlsruhe (2011); Melanchotopia, 
Witte de With, Rotterdam (2011); Trust, MediaCity, Seoul (2010); The 
Isle, MAK Center/ Schindler House, Los Angeles (2009); They have 
contributed to publishing projects for Documenta 12, Kassel (2007) and 
Como viver junto, 27th São Paulo Biennial (2006).

Nasrin Tabatabai and Babak Afrassiabi’s exhibition is supported by the 
Mondriaan Fund, Amsterdam and the Caspian Arts Foundation.

Chisenhale Exhibitions Partner 2013: Fiorucci Art Trust



list of works

Seep, 2012

‘Sloping Corridors and Ramp’ 
(Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art). 
MDF, paint.

‘List in Progress’ 
(Western Collection of Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art). 
Print on paper.

‘Seep – 1’. 
HD video, 5:46 mins; prints on paper, 6 parts, each 21 x 26cm. 
The photographs that appear in the video and reprinted letters displayed 
alongside are from the British Petroleum archive.

‘Bricks on Carpet’. 
Bricks, carpet, dimensions variable.

‘Desk’. 
Wood, 14 parts, dimensions variable.

‘Carved Stone and Bitumen on Console Table’ 
(From the Tells of Shūsh [Susa] and natural oil Seepage in south west Iran). 
Stone, bitumen, glass, steel, dimensions varied

‘At Field’. 
Wood, dimensions variable.

‘Seep – 2’ 
(South west Iran). 
HD video, 17:39 mins.

Untitled – of Natural Oil Seepage, 2013
Crude oil on paper, wire rope, dimensions variable.



Chisenhale interviews: nasrin tabatabai & babak afrassiabi

Katie Guggenheim: I wanted to start by asking you both about your 
collaboration, under the name Pages. You have been working together since 
2004 to produce the magazine, also called Pages. There have been eight 
issues so far, and the ninth issue is due later this year. I’d like to know about 
the relationship between the magazine and the other projects you work on 
together, your exhibition at Chisenhale included. How did you start working 
together? Did you begin with the magazine?

Nasrin Tabatabai: Our collaboration started in 2004, as you said. We had the 
idea of starting a bilingual magazine in Farsi and English. During this time, 
there was also an invitation from Witte de With art centre in Rotterdam, 
and with them we published the first issue titled Public and Private. At 
the same time we thought to present some of the artistic materials that 
we gathered while working on the magazine into an exhibition. These 
included documentary films and photographic works by Iranian filmmakers 
and photographers selected around the same topic as the magazine. We 
also collaborated with a young theatre group in Iran and made video 
documentation of their rehearsals which was shown in the exhibition.

KG: So it started simultaneously? You started publishing Pages at the same 
time as you had your first collaborative exhibition?

NT: Well, the exhibition at Witte de With was more an extension of the 
magazine – an extension of our editorial approach into the exhibition space 
with works there that were not directly our own work. From there it felt 
necessary to bring our ideas to other formats and other ways of presentation, 
but some kind of relationship always existed. Sometimes, our ideas first 
come together in an exhibition and then this can develop into an issue of 
the magazine, or maybe topics from the magazine develop further into an 
exhibition.

KG: Is the magazine a way for you to keep in touch with colleagues: artists 
and academics for example in Iran, because you’re working internationally?

Babak Afrassiabi: In a way it is. For every new issue the content is produced 
in Iran as much as in Rotterdam - where we work and are based. We also 
stay for a period of time in Iran to do research and we engage in discussions, 
which also determines, to some extent, the content, direction and editorial 



approach of each issue. 

NT: A lot of the time the subjects that occupy our minds and our interests 
– as artists living outside Iran – relate to the current discussions among
different cultural practitioners living inside Iran. Working with the
magazine has brought us more awareness and has affected our own artistic
practice.

KG: Your exhibition at Chisenhale, Seep, has developed from your 
research into two archives which document two different relationships 
between Iran and a European, Western Modernism: the British Petroleum 
archive relating to that company’s operations in Iran when it was known 
as the Anglo Iranian Oil Company, and the collection of Modern Western 
Art belonging to the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art. The interest 
for you seems to hinge on the fact that both the archives have been 
suspended: discontinued or removed somehow. What interests you about 
this suspension, as a shared characteristic of both archives? 

BA: Maybe it’s more about the temporal and historical stage in which 
each archive is defined. If we focus on the documents in the BP archive 
related to the making of the film, Persian Story – the oil company’s final 
production. Somehow these documents depict and rearticulate a much 
more intense, focused and meaningful moment in the archive’s relationship 
with its geographical context. It’s the same with the collection: the moment 
in which it was withdrawn into the basement storage area of the museum 
is the moment in which it gained a relationship with its immediate socio-
political context. This opens up a consideration of the whole idea of a 
collection and of collecting and archiving in general, but within a specific 
historical context, which in this case is the Iranian context. Maybe you 
can talk about this with other archives or collections: perhaps there is a 
certain moment in the existence of an archive where it becomes intensified 
through its relationships.

KG: So in both cases it seems like a decrease in visibility leads to an 
increased presence. Is it when a rupture occurs in the historical continuum 
of the archive, a point where something goes wrong… that is the moment 
when it’s able to connect to its context? 

BA: I don’t think it’s a matter of right or wrong, it’s more a moment 
of intensity, when something is revealed through this relationship with 



its context. Such a Modernist collection was a means for the Tehran 
Contemporary Museum to associate itself with the Iranian cultural climate, 
with the West and with a certain idea of the contemporary. But in fact, 
we would say, that when it was withdrawn – when the collection became 
invisible – that was when it became contemporary, or when it regained a 
certain contemporaneity. 

KG: And in the case of the suspension of the other archive, the BP archive?

BA: Towards the last years of the archive, from the early 1940s until 1951 
when the company had to evacuate Iran, you could say that it became a 
staged archive. In the beginning it was purely documenting the company’s 
activities but towards the end, more often it was depicting staged and 
fictitious situations.  If you read the correspondence – the letters and 
telegrams sent between the filmmaker and the company around the making 
of the film, Persian Story – you can sense that their attempts to establish the 
fictitious narrative of the archive are coming to an end. But then it became 
impossible to make the film because of the political dispute around oil 
and the closure of the Abadan refinery that was the central subject of the 
film. The filmmaker actually faced lots of difficulties. One of the terms he 
used is ‘unfilmability’; and this notion of unfilmability is a moment where 
the archive as a whole is being redefined in relationship to its geopolitical 
context.

KG: In both cases there is a negation of the visual – the collection of 
Modern Western Art is no longer on display, and the subject of the BP film is 
‘unfilmable’.

NT: Of course, we are not suggesting that the collection has never been 
shown after the revolution – it has been shown sporadically, but not as 
systematically as a museum would normally display their collection. It has 
been on view on some occasions since 2003, but still – it doesn’t change the 
issue, you know? The collection, even if it is displayed, somehow remains 
invisible. Similarly, the film, Persian Story, was finally made, but it was 
made in a different way than was initially intended. 

In the installation we are also presenting List in Progress (2012) detailing 
the contents of the Western collection, as far as we could put it together. The 
list is indexed by the measurements of the works rather than their title or the 



name of the artist. By doing this we wanted to shift the focus onto the volume 
and the space that these works occupy, rather than their art historical relations. 
For the scale model of the museum, Sloping Corridors (2012), we focused on 
the interior skeleton of the museum – the corridors and ramps that lead to the 
basement – and excluded the exhibition areas and the galleries.

KG: I’m particularly interested in the way that you have combined all these 
different approaches – the two very different videos, Seep - 1 and Seep - 2 
(both 2012); the model, which is at once representational and very abstract, 
the documents, in the form of the lists and letters, the archival objects, which 
also function as props, and how you refer to all these very different things as 
one installation with the collective title, Seep. 

BA: Yes, in terms of genre we are showing works that reference different 
aesthetic or representational strategies, but the choice was actually about how 
the whole installation also functions as an exhibition. It is a comment on the 
exhibition as a format of display. For instance, in the first video that is based 
around the BP archive, Seep - 1, you see a fictional depiction enacted within a 
theatrical set. The voice, which reads the letter from the filmmaker, sets out the 
discrepancy between the visual materials of the archive and the real situation 
in which he was shooting. What is unfilmable here is in fact the archive. 

We’ve taken some of the objects from the film set, reappropriated and 
displayed them so they become more like sculptures. You can say that, on the 
one hand, they reference the genre of sculpture through which they are placed 
within art history. On the other hand, another way in which they are associated 
with history is through the fictional space of the film set which references the 
BP archive. 

NT: In a way the filmmaker always stayed within the enclosure of the archive. 
That was the idea we wanted to present in Seep - 1. 

KG: Why did you take such a different approach to the subject matter of the 
second video, Seep - 2, which you have described as a kind of ‘road movie’ 
and which has the feeling of a home movie?

NT: Seep - 2 is documenting our trip to south west Iran. The video looks at 
the areas where the actual archive took place. We don’t give any particular 
information about the locations that we visit. At one point we arrive at 
a natural oil seepage, which has existed for many years. It was almost 



overwhelming to see that the oil has existed autonomously for centuries like 
this, in spite of the archive. This encounter influenced how we brought the 
whole project together, and provided the title of the project: Seep. At the 
same time it also came to define the structure of the video we made which 
echoes the flow of the oil seep. 

BA: We revisit the site of the archive sixty years after its production.  It’s the 
geographical site of a historical misplacement and we felt that the oil seep 
provided a way into this historical rupture existing between the place and the 
archive. 

KG:  Maybe one of the things that makes it so striking is that it’s un-
industrial – we’re not used to seeing oil outside of the context of its 
industrial extraction and use and the enormous impact this has on the world, 
but in your video you show that it is a natural occurrence.

NT: Yes, there are fish peacefully swimming under the oil that floats on the 
water. 

KG: Could you talk a bit about Untitled (2013), the new prints that you’ve 
made by applying paper directly to the surface of water where oil is 
floating? They weren’t in the first presentation of the installation at MACBA 
(Museum of Contemporary Art Barcelona) but they have clearly developed 
from this work.

NT: In our most recent trip to Iran, earlier this year, we went again to south 
west Iran to the same area where we shot the footage of the oil seeps in the 
video. We made some direct imprints of the oil seeps on the river. 

BA: They also capture a moment in the flow and in that way they are also 
about archiving; and again the idea of withdrawal, which is an inherent 
aspect of any archive.

KG: The installation, Seep, was first shown at MACBA in Spain but it seems 
quite significant to show the work here because of the connections with 
the UK via BP – the Anglo Iranian oil company and the British Petroleum 
company. What are your hopes for how this work will engage with this 
context and with a UK audience?

BA: We are very curious to see how people will respond to this work, 



because it’s a shared history. For instance, when the Anglo Iranian Oil 
Company first came into existence it was a time when there was a shift from 
using coal to oil in the British navy. Oil has had a role in the modernisation 
of Europe in general. The work is not only talking about the Iranian context, 
in fact the archives we are working with are Western archives, but considered 
from a different point of view, geographically and also historically. I think it 
will be interesting to see how it is received and read in the UK.

KG: Where will you take this body of research next?

NT: At the moment we are working on the next issue of our magazine, Pages, 
which will be titled ‘Seep’. Some of the materials from the BP archive and 
the museum will be entering the magazine but we also have other kinds of 
contributions, which are not directly related to these. We hope that we can do 
a few days of research at the BP archives whilst we are in London. 

BA: The idea is for the magazine to be a kind of continuation of where we are 
at the moment with the installation. Neither the BP archive nor the collection 
will define the editorial basis of the magazine, instead, like the installation, 
the central element that implicitly binds everything together will be the oil 
seep. The magazine will consider ‘seep’ as an idea of archiving or an archival 
practice. Something that we would like to do for this issue is to let the 
magazine have a more material presence, in terms of design and printing… in 
this sense it connects to the new work we are showing at Chisenhale – these 
imprints of oil.

Nasrin Tabatabai and Babak Afrassiabi interviewed by Katie Guggenheim, 
Exhibitions and Events, Curator, Chisenhale Gallery, April 2013. Chisenhale 
Interviews, series editor, Polly Staple, Director, Chisenhale Gallery. 
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