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Shaqayeq Arabi.

By Rawaa Talass

The Iranian-born artist Shaqayeq Arabi has changed countries and continents a few times in her lifetime.

Born in 1974, she has lived in Tehran, New York, Paris, and Dubai, her home for the past two decades.

In her art, she often uses found and recycled objects to engage in a dialogue with and about nature.

All throughout the summer, Arabi has a site-specific installation on view at

the Farjam Foundation inside the Dubai International Financial Center. Titled

“The Sea Was Far Away And The Sky Further,” the installation consists of

dozens of local fishing traps that are suspended from the ceiling above the

visitor’s head.

Arabi joined Kayhan Life for a conversation about her life and her latest

creations.

Tell us about growing up in Iran. Were you raised in an artistic

environment?

There was certainly creativity flowing in our home, although none of my

family members were practicing as artists. The fact that they guided me to start my career at an early age 

is proof that the appreciation of art was there.
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Certainly, we are influenced and shaped and reshaped by our experiences. As an artist, everything I have

ever seen, heard, or smelled has been influencing my art. My outcome is a reflection of my life: who I am,

where I come from.

Paris was definitely a major step forward — immersing myself in a city entwined with art, and viewing art as 

part of daily life.

I had my first painting training when I was 12, and from the first session, I had a sense of assurance that 

this was the place I belonged to. That was confirmed to me on many occasions, even during my university 

years in Tehran, when I was studying graphic design. I later moved to Paris and continued my art practice

while studying fine art at the Sorbonne.

What was it like studying in Paris? Did living in such a renowned cultural capital enable you to 

view art differently? 

https://kayhanlife.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/IMG_4469-scaled.jpg


What are some main themes that you explore in your work?

I’m interested in working with found opportunities: whether it be found space, raw materials, or objects. I 

enjoy the freedom to take on a broader and more experimental approach to space and materials. Working 

with the found object is my immediate connection with the specific locality I’m in, whether in urban and 

city environments, or in nature.

It’s also a question of practicality, since we have been so often on the move from one location to another, 

from the city to the countryside. This slowly integrated my practice, and even defined my perception of 

life.

Transforming these materials into something new, a new life reborn within my work, yet retaining 

something of their original identity relates to the cycle of life – birth, death, and rebirth.

Your art often interacts with nature. How did the interest in this subject come about, and is it 

linked with the fact that we are living in ecologically oriented times?

Living in large cities always makes me feel the urge to reconnect with nature. There are twigs, branches, 

and leaves in many of my works, offsetting my urban life. They are also a reference to environmental 

issues: what is happening around us, the spices which are going to be extinct, the connections which are 

going to be lost, the experiences which are going to be unknown, like playing in a tree’s shade in a garden 

in Tehran.



The installation feels like an experience, with the lighting, the shadows, and the soundtrack in 

the background. What do you hope visitors will take from it? 

To be immersed in the installation with all of their senses. The soundscape is intended to add another 

dimension and enhance that experience and disconnect you from the world outside.

What was the inspiration behind your newest installation show, “The Sea Was Far Away And The 

Sky Further”?

It’s about the connection with the locality of Dubai: the sea, its culture, its people, its tradition. The 

inspiration came while revisiting the fishing ports, where the dhows are docked for fuel, food and water, with 

a huge pile of skillfully arranged fishing traps “gharaghir” — getting ready for a journey that sometimes lasts 

for days, far, far away, where there is nothing other than sea and sky.

https://kayhanlife.com/culture/art/artist-abbas-akhavan-opens-his-first-exhibition-in-scotland-study-for-a-garden/


Shaqayeq Arabi. Dancing on Stilts
24 Jun — 12 Jul 2020 at the Signs and Symbols in New York, United States

27 JUNE 2020

Dancing on Stilts installed.

Dancing on Stilts & traversing the soggy ground the blue sky is in the faraway horizon and the memories of that fertile
land is running in my veins.

(Shaqayeq Arabi)

signs and symbols is pleased to present Dancing on Stilts, a solo exhibition by artist Shaqayeq Arabi. The exhibition features a
site-specific installation composed of found objects and natural, symbolic material, combining sculpture with painterly elements
to allude to shifting relationships between representation and abstraction, memory and materiality, structure and sensation.

With Dancing on Stilts, Arabi continues an ongoing series of works entitled ‘On Stilts’, a series of precariously balanced
structures that examine the tension between the discomfort of disequilibrium and the motivation to stand erect and
independent, in circumstance otherwise wrought with uncertainty, precarity, and peril. To be in the world is to live immersed in
a milieu of opposing forces within and around oneself; To accept these forces implies an acceptance of indeterminacy that both
stems from and is a place of strength. Through her acts of the display of this precarity, Arabi not only accepts but embraces the
conditions in which she lives. Natural materials, including sticks, bamboo, and twigs, have resonance for the artist, often serving
as the artist’s primary medium; each of these materials have innate qualities of flexibility and strength, without any a priori
subservience to use value. The material’s ability to adapt, change, and resist unyielding signification presents an image of
strength not bound by restrictions or absolutes. This material polyvalence reveals the nature of this strength.

Although unencumbered by the determinants of use, Arabi’s media, through her poetic practice of manipulation and
transformation of such natural materials, nonetheless, erupts with evocative associations, replete with imagery, memory and
emotion. Natural materials have a life span unto themselves; they possess internal and external existential references to the
patterns of life and decay. With this installation, Arabi investigates the fragmentary nature of memory and its relationship to

https://wsimag.com/art/62625-shaqayeq-arabi-dancing-on-stilts



actual objects in space. Her structures at once frame and highlight how we understand our physical surroundings: as built
environments for the structure of memory, and as memory itself not a process of codification but rather of sensation. These
sensations Arabi acknowledges, invites, and draws forth through her work.

Arabi’s process is intuitive, spontaneous, and intimate. The installation is characteristic of Arabi’s artistic process in its
assemblage and transformation of found natural and industrial objects into architectural structures. Her materials are a
bricolage of fragments and objects found throughout her daily life— including in this case a stalk of willow branches the artist
discovered in an abandoned furniture shop--- cast away on the street or cast aside in her studio, before being reincarnated to
assume another purpose. “I never ask myself why I have picked [the found objects] and what I am going to do with them. They
eventually find their way into my work and suddenly I know the reason I have them in the studio, either because of their
aesthetic or symbolic potency and most often for both reasons.” Dancing on Stilts features the musical score "Soundscape,"
composed specifically for this installation by New York-based artist, filmmaker and musician Anthony Varalli.

Shaqayeq Arabi is a painter, sculptor and installation artist. She was born in Tehran and divides her time between her
hometown, Dubai, and New York City. Arabi’s work finds its point of departure in image, sound, and smell, as well as the
sensitivity of the surrounding environment. In sketching, composing and connecting accumulated fragments together, Arabi
traces her reminiscences, creating a tangible and touchable reality out of the emotions and sensations. She received her Bachelor
in Graphic Design from Al-Zahra University, Tehran, a BFA from University of Valencinnes, France and an MFA from Sorbonne
University, Paris. Arabi has had exhibitions in the Middle East, North America, and Europe – notably Roots, Total Arts, Dubai;
Study of an Upturned Ziggurat, Dept. of Signs and Symbols, New York; and Bits And Pieces: Collages And Assemblages, Shirin
Gallery, New York.

Email Share Tweet Share Pin Share

Signs and Symbols
Signs and Symbols is a contemporary art space grounded in performance. The gallery presented

performances in New York and internationally. The space serves as a curatorial platform and multi-

disciplinary incubator bringing together diverse mediums to stimulate dialogue and creative connections.

Place profile

Location

New York, United States
Founded in

2012
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https://news.artnet.com/exhibitions/shaqayeq-arabi-upturned-ziggurat-337543

Shaqayeq Arabi’s ‘Upturned Ziggurat’ Makes Its New York 
Debut in Brooklyn
She created the site-specific work from abandoned picture frames.
Amanda Thomas • October 6, 2015

Photo Credit: The Department of Signs and Symbols

Photo Credit: The Department of Signs and Symbols



“A lot of my work is about entering into dialogue with a particular city,” Iranian artist Shaqayeq Arabi told artnet News in 
an email.

Although she has shown her work extensively in the Middle East and in Europe, this is her first solo-show in New York. 
Her exhibition Study of an Upturned Ziggurat is currently on view at the Department of Signs and Symbols in Brooklyn.

The space was originally a studio but its function has expanded in recent years. It has just enough room to squeeze in 
pieces for an intimate viewing. Co-founder and curator Mitra Khorasheh explained to artnet News in an email, “What we 
do here is not just ‘selecting artworks’, its more commissioning an artist to create something in situ and developing ideas 
and concepts together.”

The large site-specific piece is made of abandoned picture frames and tree branches that Arabi found on nearby Brooklyn 
streets. The structure is lashed together with cloth and string, and light bulbs underneath cast shadows on nearby walls. 
The dimly lit room and the frames offer a skeletal shape of a tower, creating an immersive and meditative experience for 
viewers. Arabi said to artnet News in an email, “What interests me in site-specific work like this is the way in which it 
can engage all the senses.”

Arabi started creating site-specific installations ten years ago when she was given access to a larger studio. In 2009 
Arabi and her husband, architect Dariush Zandi, used found objects from the site of a burned down fireworks warehouse 
in Al Quoz, Dubai, using melted safety pins and bits of the roof for pieces that they featured in their show Scraps. Her 
husband’s architectural background helped her expand her point of view.

Arabi told artnet News in an email, “He brings in that element of really looking at space.” The artist is following in the 
footsteps of assemblage artists, but she isn’t questioning the banality of the objects; instead, she is gesturing toward the 
organic qualities in natural and man-made objects and environments.

Photo Credit: The Department of Signs and Symbols

In a smaller room in the back there are other works to consider—six collages and four assemblages that are extensions of 
the upturned Ziggurat. The thin paper contrasts with the heavy branches used in the collage much like the wooden frames 
and branches contrasts with the shadows to create an anchored, yet open and inviting, space.

“What interests me the most about her work is the way in which she works; there is this organic process to her practice 



where you never know what Shaqayeq will produce next.” Khorasheh told artnet News. “For me, its this mystery of never 
knowing what to expect that attracts me to her work.”

Photo Credit: The Department of Signs and Symbols

Study of an Upturned Ziggurat is on view at the Department of Signs and Symbols from October 3 – 30, 2015.
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Iranian artist Shaqayeq Arabi’s first solo show 
in New York opened at the Department 
of Signs and Symbols in Brooklyn. The 

exhibition, entitled Study of an Upturned 
Ziggurat, ran from 3–30 October and featured 
a major site-specific installation consisting of 
picture frames, twigs and nets. Also on show 

were small-scale assemblage pieces and 
collage on paper works.
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Shaqayeq Arabi.

Auction Manager and curator Daneyal Mahmoud of the Watermill Centre, Strategic 
Director and art consultant Michelle Loh of Asia Contemporary Art Week, Shaqayeq Arabi, 
author Jane Ormerod, artist Serge Strosberg and art collector Peter Darrell.

Visitors at the opening.

Co-founder Helene Remmel of the Department of Signs and Symbols, artist 
Shaqayeq Arabi, co-founder Mitra Khorasheh of the Department of Signs and 
Symbols and Devon Watson, artist-in-residence.

Study of an Upturned Ziggurat. 2015. Mixed media. Dimensions 
variable, site-specific installation.

Daneyal Mahmood, Dariush Zandi, founder of The Courtyard and Total Arts, 
Michelle Loh and Shaqayeq Arabi.

Canvas Magazine



https://wsimag.com/art/17607-shaqayeq-arabi-study-of-an-upturned-ziggurat

Shaqayeq Arabi. Study of an upturned ziggurat
3 — 30 Oct 2015 at the Signs and Symbols in New York, United States

The Dept. of Signs and Symbols is pleased to announce the exhibition: Study of an Upturned Ziggurat, Shaqayeq Arabi’s 
first solo exhibition in New York. The exhibition will feature a site-specific installation made through an intuitive process of 
assembling urban and organic objects found and collected by the artist. The installation explores notions of transformation, 
intuition and the intersection of the urban and the natural. Study of an Upturned Ziggurat will be on view from October 3 
through October 30, 2015. An opening reception will be held on Saturday, October 3 from 6 – 8 p.m.

Arabi’s site-specific installation is emblematic of her work and her use of found natural and industrial objects. The struc-
ture consists of picture frames of various sizes that the artist collected on her first visit to the Dept. of Signs and Sym-
bols. The artist builds upon the frames with tree branches, twigs and nets, assembling and tying the materials together 
using rope and cloth. The industrial and natural objects, both once essential to the existence of human life, maintain a 
past narrative while constructing a new continuum. The reference to an ancient ziggurat alludes to the story of the Tower 
of Bable, mythologized as a rectangular stepped tower. This allusion to mythical history weaves a line between architecture 
and sculpture, and their monumental essence. Yet the composition grounds the structure in the every day. The ephemerali-
ty and delicacy of nature destabilizes the installation creating a contrast to the imagery of the tall, strong, stone tower.

Describing the organic and intuitive nature of her process, Arabi states; “I enjoy journeys with no determined destination. I 
leave the idea to evolve to find its own shape and form, and the process to refine the concept and I’m part of the evo-
lution.” Her work is specific to the place and site of creation, with each sculpture or installation held together using only 
the found objects with no additional adhesive holding them in place. In her process of accumulating and assembling the 

Christian Viveros-Fauné • September 29, 2015

Shaqayeq Arabi, Study of an upturned ziggurat. Courtesy of the artist.



work, Arabi traces her reminiscences, creating a tangible reality out of her more personal sensations and associations. She 
and the work as a larger entity inform one another; the personal and the material interlock and are created simultaneously. 
The structure itself, built in situ, casts shadows on the walls, playing and interacting with its surroundings, presenting an 
interplay between Arabi’s personal past, her memories and findings, and the actuality of the creation of the structure.

Shaqayeq Arabi is a painter, sculptor and installation artist living between Tehran, Dubai and New York City. Starting to 
paint and practice calligraphy in the early 1990s, she received her Masters in graphic design from Al-Zahra University 
Tehran, a BAF from University of Valencinnes, France and a MAF from Sorbonne University, Paris. Arabi’s works are fun-
damentally abstract yet evoke a range of associations. For her, art is a form of spontaneous personal expression, as well 
as an exploration of her past and present memory. She finds her point of departure in image, sound and smell, as well 
as the sensitivity of the surrounding environment. Arabi has had exhibitions in the Middle East and Europe.

The Dept. of Signs and Symbols is a laboratory for innovative experimentation and expression. The curatorial program 
serves to nourish emerging artists, to disinhibit the ordinary and to incite the unexpected. Focused on interaction and vis-
ible process, the project space allows for critical exposure for the artists, as well as a fostering of curatorial voices and 
collaboration. Through this crossing of art and life, a constellation of people, ideas, backgrounds, intentions and dreams 
form. Open to the public and based within the distinctive neighborhood of Vinegar Hill, The Dept. of Signs and Symbols 
opened its door to the public in March 2015, with its inaugural exhibition presenting the work of Brooklyn-based artist 
Daniel Horowitz.

For more information or to make an appointment, please contact info@deptofsignsandsymbols.org or visit us at www.deptof-
signsandsymbols.org



Shaqayeq Arabi, Study of an upturned ziggurat. Courtesy of the artist.
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Upturned Ziggurat

Amanda Tbomas, October 16, 2015

 Study of an Upturned Ziggurat, Shaqayeq Arabi’s first solo exhibition in New York.
3 — 30 Oct 2015 at Department of Signs and Symbols

Shaqayeq Arabi, Study of an Upturned Ziggurat. Photo Credit: The Department of Signs and Symbols. Courtesy of the 
artist and artnet.

“A lot of my work is about entering into dialogue with a particular city,” Iranian artist Shaqayeq Arabi told artnet News in 
an email.

Although she has shown her work extensively in the Middle East and in Europe, this is her first solo-show in New York. 
Her exhibition Study of an Upturned Ziggurat is currently on view at the Department of Signs and Symbols in Brooklyn.

The space was originally a studio but its function has expanded in recent years. It has just enough room to squeeze in 
pieces for an intimate viewing. Co-founder and curator Mitra Khorasheh explained to artnet News in an email, “What we 
do here is not just ‘selecting artworks’, its more commissioning an artist to create something in situ and developing ideas 
and concepts together.”

The large site-specific piece is made of abandoned picture frames and tree branches that Arabi found on nearby Brooklyn 
streets. The structure is lashed together with cloth and string, and light bulbs underneath cast shadows on nearby walls. 
The dimly lit room and the frames offer a skeletal shape of a tower, creating an immersive and meditative experience for 
viewers. Arabi said to artnet News in an email, “What interests me in site-specific work like this is the way in which it 
can engage all the senses.”



Arabi started creating site-specific installations ten years ago when she was given access to a larger studio. In 2009 
Arabi and her husband, architect Dariush Zandi, used found objects from the site of a burned down fireworks warehouse 
in Al Quoz, Dubai, using melted safety pins and bits of the roof for pieces that they featured in their show Scraps. Her 
husband’s architectural background helped her expand her point of view.

Arabi told artnet News in an email, “He brings in that element of really looking at space.” The artist is following in the 
footsteps of assemblage artists, but she isn’t questioning the banality of the objects; instead, she is gesturing toward the 
organic qualities in natural and man-made objects and environments.

Shaqayeq Arabi, Study of an Upturned Ziggurat. Photo Credit: The Department of Signs and Symbols. Courtesy of the 
artist and artnet.

Shaqayeq Arabi, Study of an Upturned Ziggurat. Photo Credit: The Department of Signs and Symbols. Courtesy of the 
artist and artnet.



In a smaller room in the back there are other works to consider—six collages and four assemblages that are extensions of 
the upturned Ziggurat. The thin paper contrasts with the heavy branches used in the collage much like the wooden frames 
and branches contrasts with the shadows to create an anchored, yet open and inviting, space.

“What interests me the most about her work is the way in which she works; there is this organic process to her practice 
where you never know what Shaqayeq will produce next.” Khorasheh told artnet News. “For me, its this mystery of never 
knowing what to expect that attracts me to her work.”

SHAQAYEQ ARABI: study of an upturned ziggurat
October 3 – 30, 2015
Curated by The Dept. of Signs and Symbols
54 Hudson Avenue, Brooklyn, NY 11201

Arabi’s site-specific installation is emblematic of her work and her use of 
found natural and industrial objects. The structure consists of picture frames of 
various sizes that the artist collected on her first visit to the Dept. of Signs 
and Symbols. The artist builds upon the frames with tree branches, twigs and 
nets, assembling and tying the materials together using rope and cloth. The 
industrial and natural objects, both once essential to the existence of human life, 
maintain a past narrative while constructing a new continuum. The reference to 
an ancient ziggurat alludes to the story of the Tower of Bable, mythologized as 

a rectangular stepped tower. This allusion to mythical history weaves a line between architecture and sculpture, and their 
monumental essence. Yet the composition grounds the structure in the every day. The ephemerality and delicacy of nature 
destabilizes the installation creating a contrast to the imagery of the tall, strong, stone tower.

Shaqayeq Arabi, Study of an Upturned Ziggurat. Photo Credit: The Department of Signs and Symbols. Courtesy of the 
artist and artnet.

***



Describing the organic and intuitive nature of her process, Arabi states; “I enjoy journeys with no determined destination. 
I leave the idea to evolve to find its own shape and form, and the process to refine the concept and I’m part of the 
evolution.” Her work is specific to the place and site of creation, with each sculpture or installation held together using 
only the found objects with no additional adhesive holding them in place. In her process of accumulating and assembling 
the work, Arabi traces her reminiscences, creating a tangible reality out of her more personal sensations and associations. 
She and the work as a larger entity inform one another; the personal and the material interlock and are created 
simultaneously. The structure itself, built in situ, casts shadows on the walls, playing and interacting with its surroundings, 
presenting an interplay between Arabi’s personal past, her memories and findings, and the actuality of the creation of the 
structure.

Shaqayeq Arabi is a painter, sculptor and installation artist living between Tehran, Dubai and New York City. Starting to 
paint and practice calligraphy in the early 1990s, she received her Masters in graphic design from Al-Zahra University 
Tehran, a BAF from University of Valencinnes, France and a MAF from Sorbonne University, Paris. Arabi’s works are 
fundamentally abstract yet evoke a range of associations. For her, art is a form of spontaneous personal expression, as 
well as an exploration of her past and present memory. She finds her point of departure in image, sound and smell, as 
well as the sensitivity of the surrounding environment. Arabi has had exhibitions in the Middle East and Europe.

The Dept. of Signs and Symbols is a laboratory for innovative experimentation and expression. The curatorial program 
serves to nourish emerging artists, to disinhibit the ordinary and to incite the unexpected. Focused on interaction and 
visible process, the project space allows for critical exposure for the artists, as well as a fostering of curatorial voices and 
collaboration. Through this crossing of art and life, a constellation of people, ideas, backgrounds, intentions and dreams 
form. Open to the public and based within the distinctive neighborhood of Vinegar Hill, The Dept. of Signs and Symbols 
opened its door to the public in March 2015, with its inaugural exhibition presenting the work of Brooklyn-based artist 
Daniel Horowitz.

For more information or to make an appointment, please contact info@deptofsignsandsymbols.org or visit us at www.deptofsignsandsymbols.org

Shaqayeq Arabi, Study of an Upturned Ziggurat. Photo Credit: The Department of Signs and Symbols. Courtesy of the 
artist and Wall Street International.



Shaqayeq Arabi, Study of an Upturned Ziggurat. Photo Credit: The Department of Signs and Symbols. Courtesy of the 
artist and Wall Street International.

Shaqayeq Arabi, Study of an Upturned Ziggurat. Photo Credit: The Department of Signs and Symbols. Courtesy of the 
artist and Wall Street International.



Shaqayeq Arabi, Study of an Upturned Ziggurat. Photo Credit: The Department of Signs and Symbols. Courtesy of the 
artist and Wall Street International.

Shaqayeq Arabi, Study of an Upturned Ziggurat. Photo Credit: The Department of Signs and Symbols. Courtesy of the 
artist and Wall Street International.



Shaqayeq Arabi, Study of an Upturned Ziggurat. Photo Credit: The Department of Signs and Symbols. Courtesy of the 
artist and Wall Street International.

Shaqayeq Arabi, Study of an Upturned Ziggurat. Photo Credit: The Department of Signs and Symbols. Courtesy of the 
artist and Wall Street International.




























































