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Out of Line: HK Zamani’s Recent Paintings
By Tom Folland

In Untitled 10, 2011, an oil on canvas by Los Angeles artist HK Zamani, a somewhat 
squashed circular form, slightly askew, with a flattened inner ring is enframed by thin yellow 
bands whose innermost shape encloses bent tubular forms against loosely painted bands 
of dark green. It is a kind of picture of the act of painting, set against a surface divided by 
horizontals of blue, orange and white that move in different directions across the canvas’s 
surface. Zamani’s paintings over the past 20 years extended from collaged and armature 
pieces (using fabric stretched over steel ribbing) to encompass performance, photography, 
screened images and installation often rooted in questions of cultural difference (Islamic-
based patterns or hooded figures predominated) and authored under the name Habib 
Kheradyar. This new body of work, under the name of HK Zamani, is a surprising volte-face; 
moving away from a practice of painting that incorporated larger discursive networks in 
which structures of display, techtonic forms and the body or screened images were inter-
laced, the artist’s recent work is, on its face, a return to the gestural semi-abstractions asso-
ciated with the work of any number of modernist painters: Phillip Guston, Milton Avery, or 
Richard Diebenkorn come to mind. But they are neither appropriations nor are they (being 
too loosely animated) to be termed pastiche:  these works, made between 2009 and 2011, 
and in a palette of candy orange and green, pink, mustard and cerulean blue, foreground 
a colorful painterliness, vivid, energetic brushwork and almost cartoonish figures whose 
imperceptible shapes hover within seeming landscapes or seascapes flattened out onto 
the canvas by broad swatches of paint. They are resolutely aestheticist and poetic. Thickly 
brushed objects are stacked, wedged, perched, lodged and balance or float within the 
shallow spaces of equally thick grounds where overlays of paint short-circuit back to the 
surface.  

 Rather than attempt to accommodate painting to the terrain of a larger socially me-
diated realm—which was the pursuit of his earlier work—Zamani charts a new course of 





seeming autonomy.  Why this kind of painting now? It is a question that might come to 
mind, especially given his earlier body of work.  A weak answer would be that, like the 
return to crafted objects in any number of contemporary works of art, foregrounding 
the hand or gesture is a protest against a digital age of social media, whose increasingly 
technologized and globalized rendering of identity has marked the last 10 years in the art 
world. But of course a gesture, whether it is an auratically unique or technologically re-
produced one, has no authority of its own, leveled as it is by larger discursive, institutional 
frameworks. A more profound response would be to reconsider the state of painting and 
its theoretical and institutional determinants within current practices of contemporary art.  
It’s reemergence is a condition, perhaps, of a post-medium culture in which the idea that 
one particular medium or practice might hold some intrinsically critical edge over another 
has itself been drained of critical luster. Given the entirety of Zamani’s practice as an artist, 
this new work seems to evoke a shift in thinking over the nature of art’s relationship to the 
realms of the political and the aesthetic.

 Some formal themes persist from the earlier armature paintings as well as from a 
series of “dome paintings” which were, in a minimal dark palette, given over to an explo-
ration of semi-abstract, floating, skeletal tent forms. The dome paintings and the earlier 
series of fabric stretched over steel armatures, that resulted in shimmery moiré patterns 
bulging outward, were governed by an interest in the structures that preceded the work.  
In this new series any sense of structural form is submerged in color and gesture. Untitled 
12, is barely reminiscent of a curved steel wall, as is Untitled 15 lodged on a snowed land-
scape, or Untitled 5, and Untitled 11 (all 2011), both semi-circular forms sitting ambiguously 
on thickly brushed horizon lines. These new paintings began on canvas with no preconcep-
tions. Emerging from the process of painting itself, represented structures breaks down in 
the sensuous curving lines of pink paint snaking across a horizon line that divides a dark 
backdrop from a flesh colored foreground (Untitled 2, 2011) or in the upright lime-green
posts on a broken horizon line in Untitled 1, 2011 or in a foreshortened and inverted V en-
meshed in a turbulent landscape of paint in Untitled 5, 2010. 





 With the exhibition “HK Zamani: In-Between Air, Land and Sea” at CB1 Gallery, 
Los Angeles during May and June of 2011, one was struck with the sense that Zamani’s 
gesturally animated works might be mediations on the possibility of pure painting in a 
contemporary culture ruled by an ever-prevalently mediated realm of image/objects in 
which the screened image or collections of quotidian objects interpellate the viewer into a 
relational space.  Painting, seemingly, interpellates no one; its obdurant physicality remains 
lodged in the realm of the mute object, a seeming “veritable epistemological obstacle” 
to a semiologial order as Hubert Damisch once described it in a 1977 article “Eight Theses 
For (Or Against?) A Semiology of Painting.” 1  Handmade marks upon a flat canvas surface 
stretched onto a wooden frame: by virtue of its phenomenological insistence upon a self-
contained objectness, painting, many critics suggested, unlike photography or film, obtains 
no critical purchase on the social or political realm.  Not that it didn’t try: In the 1970s paint-
ing began to address its own seeming obsolescence through engaging new questions of 
display, site or even altering its own traditional format and objectness—Damisch’s essay 
was part of an interest in looking at painting as a text—in the manner of conceptual art. 
This has indeed been the direction of contemporary painting, at least since conceptual art: 
indications of a larger network of sites within a crisscrossed field of referentiality have been 
part of paintings’ attempt to come to terms with its relative autonomy. In the past few years 
abstract painting has received renewed critical attention. In the summer of 2011 Artforum 
dedicated a special issue to the “Ab-Ex effect” in which the current state of painting, and 
the influence of Abstract Expressionism, was reassessed.  The Los Angeles Museum of Con-
temporary Art recently opened its exhibition “The Painting Factory: Abstraction After War-
hol,” (April 29–August 20, 2012).  The press release augured that “the hybrid has replaced 
purity of form,” suggesting a renewed purchase on abstraction’s place within contemporary 
art where hybridity of form reigns. 2  But to induce hybridity—to move beyond the frame—
is now in a sense to represent it, not embody it. And further, could it not be argued that 
modernist painting’s purity has been contaminated since its inception? That it has, in other 
words, even at its most exalted, as it was in the case of post-war American abstraction, 
never been pure? 





 Painting has always had the stench of death about it and calls for its end have been 
perpetually attended by claims for its renewal. “You are only the first in the decrepitude of 
your art,” goes French critic and poet Charles Baudelaire’s letter to Éduoard Manet on the 
occasion of Manet’s Salon exhibition of the scandalous Olympia in 1865, whose modernism 
was secured by both its radical formalism and its topical contemporaneity. In a characteristi-
cally Baudelairian duality—he had after all described modernity itself as both fleeting and 
eternal—the meaning of this notorious statement is ambiguous. Does the French poet’s 
seeming admonishment mean to suggest that Manet’s work is the end of painting or the 
beginning? It turned out to be a prescient statement at any rate: in the more than 140 
years since, painting has cycled through innumerable variants on both sides of this divide. 
From the Monochromes of Rodchenko’s 1925 “last paintings” to Daniel Buren’s even more 
invisible paintings of stripes that disappear and reemerge out of the very institutions they 
sought to dismantle to the cynical revival of expressionism in the 1980s or the turn to a 
cinematically narrative painting in the 1990s, paintings persistence as a relevant art form 
has been dogged by the equally persistent notion that it shouldn’t be here, despite its 
attempts to move beyond its own frame. Its resolute aestheticism and its roots in a pre-in-
dustrial craft procedure marks its insurmountable disconnect from the social world. Zamani 
seems to embrace that disconnect in this series of lushly abstract landscapes and sea-
scapes that resemble something like a modern day arcadia of retreat from socially embed-
ded art practices. A floating rock-ledge like shape in an unnatural shade of lemon-green 
in Untitled 4, 2011 is set against a backdrop of that same green and underneath which two 
blackened and scooped forms outlined with a shimmery yellow press equally against the 
canvases surface. A double set of roughly painted horizon lines that also serve to outline a 
massive floating dome shape divides equal sized fields of burnt ochre and brown in Un-
titled 11, 2011. To ponder the flat areas of color and loosely outlined forms in these two 
works is to, on another level, think through the questions of the old (postmodernist) divide 
between facture as a regressive act of self-indulgent autonomy, and reproduction as a tech-
nologically aggressive act of engagement with the field of the social. This notion—with its 
attendant overvaluation of the lure of technology made in the modernistand postmodernist 
halcyon days of a Benjaminian regard for the utopia of new media— seems





to have lost much of its zeal.  

 David Joselit proposed, in the aforementioned issue of Artforum, following Da-
misch’s earlier argument, that contemporary painting could be understood as somewhat 
akin to the very technological imagery to which it once ran counter: drawing its critical 
potency from the legacy of Conceptual Art, contemporary painting (at least the kind that 
Joselit addresses) might be considered the site of a “a transfer of information rather than 
the production of new information itself.” Joselit’s argument is that for recent abstraction—
refracted through a sense of the digital—the stakes are necessarily different than those of 
earlier precedents.  Painters whose work “paint[s] the very texture of information” suggests 
a revived critical function, “the transmission of information,” Joselit puts forth, “is also a 
charged political site.” 3  In other words, painting no longer resides—if it ever did—in the 
realm of its own orbit; painting has come to belong to an array of pictorial and object de-
vices at one’s disposal. To take up abstract painting now is to take up the meta-language of 
a practice that cannot but reiterate its history and formal language. This might very well be 
Zamani’s interest in abstract after a series of work which unfolded outward from painting to 
performance and installation; this new work takes autonomy itself as its object.

Tom Folland is a modern/contemporary art historian based in Los Angeles. His essay 
“Robert Rauschenberg’s Queer Modernism: The Early Combines and Decoration” 
appeared in the December, 2010 issue of The Art Bulletin.  He is currently working on 
an essay entitled “Appropriation After Postmodernism: Meg Cranston, Rachel Lachowicz 
and Liz Larner.”  

1. Hubert Damisch, “Eight Theses For (Or Against?) a Semiology of Painting” (1977) Oxford Art Journal 28: 2   
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2. MOCA Press Release. “The Painting Factory: Abstraction Since Warhol.” http://www.moca.org/pdf/press/
    MOCAPaintingFactory_release.pdf. [Accessed May 17, 2012]. 
3. David Joselit, “Signal Processing: Abstraction Then and Now,” Artforum 49: 10 (Summer 2011): 360. 
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Untitled 1
2011
Oil on canvas
24 x 36 inches
Private Collection





Untitled 2
2011
Oil on canvas
18 x 24 inches
Private Collection





Untitled 4
2011
Oil on canvas
30 x 42 inches
Private Collection





Untitled 5
2011
Oil on canvas
24 x 36 inches





Untitled 7
2011
Oil on canvas
24 x 36 inches
Private Collection





Untitled 8
2011
Oil on canvas
11 x 14 inches
Private Collection





Untitled 10
2011
Oil on canvas
60 x 72 inches





Untitled 11
2011
Oil on canvas
60 x 72 inches





Untitled 12
2011
Oil on canvas
60 x 72 inches





Untitled 13
2011
Oil on canvas
18 x 24 inches





Untitled 14
2011
Oil on canvas
70.5 x 78.5 inches





Untitled 15
2011
Oil on canvas
60 x 72 inches





Untitled 25
2010
Oil on canvas
16 x 20 inches





Untitled 23
2010
Oil on canvas
24 x 36 inches





Untitled 21
2010
Oil on canvas
11 x 14 inches
Private Collection





Untitled 5
2010
Oil on canvas
11 x 14 inches
Private Collection
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