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St	Martin-in-the-Fields:	the	‘Church	of	the	Ever	Open	Door’	
Mark Mason 

 

 
Light fantastic: Shirazeh Houshiary’s east window 

 
 

St Martin’s really did once stand in the fields, just as nearby Haymarket was a market selling 

hay. But the church has moved with the times. In 1924 it hosted the first ever religious service to be 

broadcast live. You might have expected Westminster Abbey or St Paul’s to get the nod, but neither 

wanted it — many in the religious establishment thought it would be wrong to transmit divine 



 

worship over the airwaves, as people might listen in pubs. Dick Sheppard, St Martin’s vicar at the 

time, was delighted to receive a letter saying that people in one south London pub had tuned in. Not 

only had they sung hymns for the first time since childhood, they’d discussed his sermon over their 

beer. 

Sheppard also got the better of George Bernard Shaw. He asked the playwright if he would 

contribute an article for the St Martin’s Review. Shaw responded that he wouldn’t write for a ‘silly 

parish magazine’. When Sheppard said he’d publish the response without comment, Shaw supplied a 

proper article within days. 

The saint who gave the church its name was the third bishop of Tours. One day, approaching 

the gates of Amiens on a cold winter’s day, Martin saw a beggar wearing very few clothes. Cutting 

his cloak in two, he gave half to the man. Martin is now the patron saint of beggars, and the church is 

known for its work with the homeless. Dick Sheppard labelled it the ‘Church of the Ever Open 

Door’. In the 1920s, when the church let the homeless sleep in its crypt every night, a warden 

explained why they never judged anyone a scrounger until they’d fed them: ‘You can’t expect to hear 

the truth on an empty stomach.’ 

The church also has longstanding links with the peace movement. They can’t have been very 

happy when, in 1914, a bomb was planted in one of the pews, supposedly by the suffragettes. It 

destroyed a window dedicated to W.H. Smith (yes, that W.H. Smith). Since 2008 the church’s eastern 

window has been warped, a deliberate installation by the artist Shirazeh Houshiary, who says her 

work symbolises the fact that ‘everything is in a state of erosion’. My favourite reminder of that 

comes down in the crypt, which is now a café, where you can read the gravestones at your feet. One 

runs: ‘Remember, Man as thou goest by/ As thou are Now, so Once was I/ As I am Now, so must 

thou be/ Prepare thyself to follow Me.’ 

In 1871 St Martin’s was the venue for the wedding of the tallest married couple ever — she 

was 7ft 11in, he was 7ft 7in, the vicar was a diminutive 6ft 3in. More recently the church has become 

famous for its memorial services. In 2001 it was Douglas Adams’s turn, his friend Richard Dawkins 

reminding everyone how proud Adams had been that ‘I was born in Cambridge in 1952 and my 

initials are DNA’. The next year came Spike Milligan’s. The comedian had once told Harry 

Secombe: ‘I hope you die before me because I don’t want you singing at my funeral.’ Secombe did 

die first — but his son brought the St Martin’s house down by playing a recording of his father 

singing ‘Guide Me, O Thou Great Redeemer’. 
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Shirazeh Houshiary, "Nothing Is Deeper 
Than The Skin," At Lisson Gallery (24th 
Street), New York 
Some 7,500 light-years away from earth is the Carina Nebula. It is an immense 
cloud of gas and dust where, to quote NASA, “a maelstrom of star birth and death 
is taking place.” The nebula has a stellar nursery full of fledging stars, a hospice 
for dying ones and a graveyard for the dead. The Hubble telescope captures and 
sends detailed observations back to earth, which are rendered into vivid 
visualizations. The NASA video, Celestial Fireworks: Star Cluster Westerlund 
2—http://hubblesite.org/video/26/science—almost simulates an encounter with 
the work of Shirazeh Houshiary. It suggests not only the cosmic, but also the 
infinitely small. 

Born in Shiraz, Iran in 1955, Houshiary moved to England five years before the 
1979 Iranian revolution. Once settled in London, she studied at London’s Chelsea 
School of Art (now Chelsea College of Art and Design). She has interpreted her 
Persian cultural background through historical European visual culture and 
contemporary Western art media. Since the 1980s, Houshiary has been 
associated with the New British Sculptors, a group which includes Tony Cragg, 
Richard Deacon and Anish Kapoor. These artists have all earned 
considerable support from curatorial and collector communities. In 1994, 
Houshiary was nominated for the Tate Gallery’s Turner Prize, along with Willie 
Doherty, Peter Doig and Antony Gormley. 

Not only have birthplace and gender set Houshiary apart from her peers, but she 
has also distinguished herself with a prominent, parallel interest in painting. 
Without relying on technological tools or software gimmickry, Houshiary has 
seemingly animated the inanimate in her wall works, nearly imitating a celestial 











skyscape. Step close. Step in. Surrender. Succumb. The experience swallows you 
whole. You will be enraptured. 

Laura Bushell, a London filmmaker who specializes in shorts about artists and 
the arts, has made a neatly packed film interview with Houshiary that 
accompanies the exhibition 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IKk6ALl1nGg). In the studio with Shirazeh 
Houshiary demystifies the artist’s intent and technical processes. Both are 
straightforward. Initially, Houshiary uses Aquacryl—a fluid, transparent paint—
mixed with water to create a foundation surface, which she calls “the first 
opening to this world of chaos and movement.” The foundation, a ground, flows 
with a visual liquidity of ripples and waves of suspended pigment. The surface is 
entirely natural, the result of chance pours and splashes. Over these foundational 
surfaces Houshiary makes her own deliberate, pencil marks, creating a tension 
between the precise and imprecise. Between chance and choice, “That’s where life 
happens,” says Houshiary. 
	



 
 

 
 

Studio International 
21 December 2017 
 

 
Lilly Wei 

 

 

Shirazeh Houshiary: ‘We can’t fix our identity or  
our borders, the only real border is our skin’’ 
Houshiary talks about evolution, Einstein and shamans, and how 
her work involves thinking in other dimensions. 

 
 
Nothing is deeper than the skin, London-based multidisciplinary artist 
Shirazeh Houshiary’s current exhibition at the Lisson Gallery in New York, 
combines aesthetics and the history of art, physics and poetry as a way to 
express her recurrent theme of a universe in flux, in disintegration. These 
works, characteristically, are of extraordinary delicacy, their ephemerality 
possessing a fey distinctive beauty that seems on the verge of 
transformation. It is this state of precarious balance that provides the 
perceptual and psychological tension that is the essential source of their 
charisma, like the moment, perhaps, between the inhalation and exhalation 
of breath. 
 

 

 
Installation view of Shirazeh Houshiary: Nothing is deeper than the skin at Lisson 
Gallery New York. © Shirazeh Houshiary; Courtesy Lisson Gallery. 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
Houshiary was born in Shiraz, Iran in 1955, where she attended university 
before moving to London in 1974. The following is an edited excerpt of a 
conversation between the artist and Lilly Wei at the gallery. 

Lilly Wei: You went to London from Iran in 1974? Was that a 
political decision? 

Shirazeh Houshiary: No, I was too young and Iran was different then. It 
was a free society even if we had a shah. People don’t realise that democracy 
isn’t acquired just like that; they have to learn what it is. My father said that 
democracy was like a bicycle. You had to learn to ride the bicycle. So many 
countries have suffered because they don’t understand that. Changes come 
slowly; different cultures require different evolutions. I’ve learned that. I live 
in Britain and it’s had a democracy for some time, but they had many 
problems before it was established. 

 
 

 
Shirazeh Houshiary. The Ebb, 2017. Glass and mirror-polished stainless steel, 53 
1/8 x 46 1/2 x 46 1/2 in (135 x 118 x 118 cm). © Shirazeh Houshiary; Courtesy 
Lisson Gallery. 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 

LW: Did you plan to stay in London? 

SH: At that age, you live in the moment. I went to London to Chelsea School 
of Art (now Chelsea College of Arts) and stayed because Iran had a revolution 
in 1979. I couldn’t go back. I might have been killed in that society, since I 
would not have been able to keep silent and the new Islamic republic was a 
very brutal regime. 

LW: And what did you study? 

SH: I was interested in theatre at first, then moved into visual arts. It 
happened very naturally. 

 
 

 
Shirazeh Houshiary. Genesis, 2016. Pigment and pencil on black aquacryl on 
aluminium, 74 3/4 x 212 5/8 in (190 x 540 cm). © Shirazeh Houshiary; Courtesy 
Lisson Gallery. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

LW: Chance, you have said, is important to you? 

SH: Yes, it is very important to me – and more and more so. John Cage, who 
based his work on chance, is my favourite artist. He is like Einstein – they are 
both special people who think in other dimensions. Chance not only exists in 
nature but also in history, in science, in art. In the Altamira caves [in the 
north of Spain], humans created images more than 35,000 years ago. I try to 
understand why they did it. It has to do with the neurological system in our 
brain. We have a spectrum of consciousness unlike other species. So why did 
we make images? Because it is social. Art is a social activity that creates 
patterns of social structures, of rituals. 

 

 
Shirazeh Houshiary. Phase, 2016. Pigment and pencil on white aquacryl on 
aluminium, 74 3/4 x 106 1/4 in (190 x 270 cm). © Shirazeh Houshiary; Courtesy 
Lisson Gallery. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 
LW: So the basis for our need for art is neurological, embedded in 
our consciousness? 

SH: It is responsible for the way our brain has evolved and this evolution has 
determined how we create society and its structures. And with that, our 
predecessors have always felt that there was the supernatural. They were also 
able to project imaginatively. So the human race has evolved through making 
images to what it is today. Making art has played a powerful role in our 
system of evolution; we don’t realise how essential it is. Even our sciences are 
based on that kind of imagination. Whether shaman or astrophysicist, it is 
the same curiosity that leads us to penetrate what is beyond what we see and 
know. There is no difference. 

LW: What drives your curiosity? 

SH: It is to understand who I am. How do I describe myself in relationship to 
the world? What is my identity? 

LW: How would you describe or define identity? 

SH: Many years ago I did a thought experiment about identity. I looked into 
the mirror to see what I would see and saw no image of myself. But my breath 
left a vapour on the surface of the mirror. I tried to see if there was anything I 
could grasp, and the vapour evaporated. This was a thought experiment that 
tried to understand how we define ourselves. And there is the well-known 
thought experiment Einstein conducted, which was beautiful. He wondered if 
he would see his reflection when looking into a mirror while travelling in a 
train at the speed of light – and this is where his theory of relativity came 
from. While I am not a physicist or a mathematician or Einstein, we were 
both thinking imaginatively, our thought experiments are reveries, 
imaginative visualisations. My thought experiment was similar, trying to 
understand that there is no fixity. Identity is constantly changing, so if it is 
constantly changing, how do we define ourselves? And that’s one of our 
problems. We constantly try to fix ourselves and there is a clash between 
reality – what’s outside – and our psychology – what’s inside. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
Installation view of Shirazeh Houshiary: Nothing is deeper than the skin at Lisson 
Gallery New York. © Shirazeh Houshiary; Courtesy Lisson Gallery. 
 
 
LW: So hence the title of your show, Nothing is deeper than the 
skin? 

SH: Yes. We can’t fix our identity or our borders (borders are artificial, like 
borders between race and country), the only real border is our skin. The skin 
is the first border between the external world and us; it separates and 
connects us. We feel heat and cold, we see through our skin more than 
through our eyes. It is very powerful; sometimes it protects you from the 
outside world, sometimes it has to be shed otherwise you die inside. 
Sometimes the skin is like a chrysalis that transforms. It is politically 
charged. We judge people through skin. Our identity is determined through 
fingerprints, skin. Everything changes but this doesn’t change. 

LW: And breath was a recent subject of your work also. 

SH: Yes, and now skin, so breath and skin. I’m dealing with a spectrum of 
consciousness and trying to figure out why we are the way we are and why we 
create so many boundaries and separations, why we make so many problems 
for ourselves. Scientists such as Einstein go beyond the immediate 
phenomena, even beyond commonsense. It is very shamanic. 



 
LW: Do you think that’s your role also? 

SH: Yes, it’s a very powerful one if you are able to delve into the spectrum of 
consciousness, not just the rational. There are so many layers of 
consciousness beyond the rational and irrational. 

LW: Would you discuss the sculptures in this show? 

SH: I always make sculpture but I don’t like to be or do just one thing 
because it becomes too narrow. I like the difficulty of seeing the world on 
many levels, as two dimensional, then three dimensional, then as material, 
then as animation that is completely digital without space or materiality. It 
helps me to understand the world we live in. When you look through different 
windows, you understand that the window that you had been looking through 
is not the only one. They are not fixed and when looking through many 
windows, you see and make something more real. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Shirazeh Houshiary. Exuviae, 2016-2017. Glass and mirror-polished stainless steel, 
112 1/4 x 14 5/8 x 15 in (285 x 37 x 28 cm). © Shirazeh Houshiary; Courtesy Lisson 
Gallery. 
 
 
LW: And this work, Exuviae (2016-2917)? 

SH: It’s named for the skin of the snake that is left behind. We leave our skin 
behind so ideas can change, like the skin of a reptile has to change since 
otherwise it will die. I use Murano glass to make these blocks. I’m interested 
in building blocks and I use these blocks to construct as nature does and as 
the computer does. They are fragile, brittle and transparent and the  



 
corrugations they make suggest the skin of a snake. I like glass because it is 
like water. It is silicon-based and immediately becomes cool so that the atoms 
don’t have time to crystalise, and that makes glass more transparent. That’s 
why it has the visuality of liquid, of frozen water. 

LW: You also talk about how water is so important to you. 

SH: I am fascinated by the idea of water. It can take any colour and any 
shape. Absence and presence intersect and they are not separable. I see it like 
a skin. The water has accidental piercings and the skin has accidental 
piercings to connect us to the world. The universe, your body, it is all water. 
We are made mostly of water. It is the genesis of everything, but doesn’t have 
any form itself. I like the idea of the amorphous quality of water. 

LW: And the paintings? 

SH: These paintings are organic, not mechanical. They are very simply made; 
I do it all by hand. People are shocked when I tell them. I get on the floor and 
use fingers, pencils, cloth – very simple tools. I hardly ever use a brush. It is 
done by pouring and fingers. I want to do something organic. I call this 
“process” since we don’t use the word “supernatural”. Process is a more 
scientific term. I also use the term ritual; it is a ritual. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Shirazeh Houshiary. Flit, 2017. Pencil and pigment on white Aquacryl on canvas 
and aluminium 74 3/4 x 318 7/8 in (190 x 810 cm). © Shirazeh Houshiary; 
Courtesy Lisson Gallery. 
 
 
LW: Would you talk a little about the process you used to make 
Flit (2017). It’s enormous. 

SH: Yes, it’s a triptych and it is the first time I have made such a big painting. 
I poured water over the entire surface, leaving marks. Then my own mark-
making had to collaborate with that of the water. It is a ritual of tangled 
energies and creates the painting. I need both agitation and calm, not just 
one. Once I get into this state of mind, my concentration is immense. This 
took three months to complete, working every day, from morning until 
evening. 

LW: You often refer to time. 

SH: I’m very interested in how time has a very different meaning when we 
look outside of ourselves and we must do that. We are not the centre of the 
universe. We are tiny things on a tiny planet among millions of galaxies. But I 
think we are inevitably coming closer together, evolving together; I am 
fascinated by this. 

• Shirazeh Houshiary’s exhibition Nothing is deeper than the skinis at the 
Lisson Gallery, New York, until 22 December 2017. 
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Shirazeh Houshiary's 'Nothing is Deeper than the Skin’ at 
Lisson Gallery, New York 
 

	
	

Lisson Gallery presents Shirazeh Houshiary’s “Nothing is Deeper than the Skin” at 
its New York venue. 

Shirazeh Houshiary’s “Nothing is Deeper than the Skin” investigates the friction 
between the conscious and unconscious, control and chance, reflecting on the 
physical and immaterial qualities that shape art and human life. It brings together 
new paintings and sculpture, including her largest painting to date, a triptych of 
more than eight meters in width. It also marks the artist’s first show with Lisson in 
New York, and her 9th exhibition with the gallery. In new sculptures comprised of 
a twisting arrangement of glass bricks, Houshiary further explores the notion of 
transparency and the possibility of transcending three-dimensional space. Each 
brick, whilst an essential element in the construction of the work, also functions as 
a sign of absence or void, suggesting the quality of boundlessness.  



Shirazeh Houshiary (b.1955 in Shiraz, Iran) attended university before moving to 
London, UK in 1974. She has a BA from Chelsea School of Art (1979), and lives and 
works in London. She has had solo exhibitions at Singapore Tyler Print Insitute, 
Singapore (2016); The Douglas Hyde Gallery, Dublin, Ireland (2007); Tate 
Liverpool, UK (2003); Museum SITE Santa Fe, US (2002); Islamic Gallery, British 
Museum, London, UK (1997); Magasin-Centre national d’art contemporain, 
Grenoble, France (1995), University of Massachusetts Amherst, US (1994); and 
many others. She has also participated in numerous biennials including Kiev 
Biennale, Ukraine (2012); 17th Biennale of Sydney, Australia (2010); 
and 40th Venice Biennale, Italy (1982). She was nominated for Turner Prize in 
1994.  

The exhibition is on view through December 22, 2017 at Lisson Gallery, 504 West 
24th Street, New York. 
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Shirazeh Houshiary 

3 Nov — 22 Dec 2017 at Lisson in New York, United States 
8 NOVEMBER 2017 

 

	
	

In her latest exhibition, Shirazeh Houshiary investigates the friction between the 
conscious and unconscious, control and chance, reflecting on the physical and 
immaterial qualities that shape art and human life. Bringing together new 
paintings and sculpture — including her largest painting to date, a triptych of 
more than eight metres in width — Nothing is deeper than the skin marks the 
artist’s first show with Lisson in New York, and her ninth exhibition with the 
gallery. 

Skin functions as a membrane, a barrier but also a soft boundary between the 
human body and the outer world. It is the conduit to the primeval sense of touch 
— the first line of defence against friction and conflict – but equally it is exposed 
to warmth, light and the pleasure of embrace. The works in Nothing is deeper 







than skin explore the complex relationship between the interior and the exterior, 
manifesting permeability and flux in their mercurial surfaces composed of 
pigment, pencil, aluminium and glass. 

Whilst an intricate and involved process is a recognised feature of Houshiary’s 
work, in the new paintings she introduces an unparalleled level of chance. To 
create these paintings, a mixture of water and pigment is poured onto the surface 
of the canvas to produce an enigmatic ground punctuated by pooling sediment 
and irregular apertures. Over this layer, the artist’s hand is introduced through 
rigorous mark-making, in some paintings manifesting as words — Houshiary’s 
frequent pairing of an affirmation and a denial — and in others as lines creating a 
steady abstraction that radiates its own frequency and energy. 

In new sculptures comprised of a twisting arrangement of glass bricks, Houshiary 
further explores the notion of transparency and the possibility of transcending 
three-dimensional space. Each brick, whilst an essential element in the 
construction of the work, also functions as a sign of absence or void, suggesting 
the quality of boundlessness. The sculptures’ helical forms, created through the 
careful rotation of each layer at precise angles to produce a spiralling effect, are at 
once vigorous and evanescent, their materiality appearing to stretch and pull into 
infinite space, exemplifying the interplay between form and formlessness that is 
the essential tension of Houshiary’s work. 
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Watch Chaos and Precis ion Col l ide in Art ist  Shirazeh 

Houshiary’s New Show at Lisson Gal lery 
The British-Iranian artist embraced chaos and chance to create the 
new paintings on view at the gallery's New York outpost. 

 
	
Shirazeh Houshiary’s new series of paintings don’t look like the product of chaos, but 
they are. 

At least that’s how the artist describes it. On view now in her exhibition “Nothing is 
deeper than the skin” at Lisson Gallery in New York, Houshiary’s canvases are 
layered with broad swirls of pencil, pigment, and watered-down aquacryl. However, 
the effect—a marbled sky or a slow-moving eddy—evokes calm movement more than 
chaos. 

That’s because the chaos refers to the process, not the product, as the artist explains 
in a video for the exhibition. “These new works are very different from previous ones 
in the sense that I use water and pigment as the start of the painting to open up a 
window to the chaos, or what I call a ‘chance.’” 









 
 
Embracing the element of chance is part of Houshiary’s continued exploration of the 
gossamer line between reality and the unconscious. It’s a theme that courses 
throughout much of her practice, which has come to encompass painting, sculpture, 
and installation. 

“Often people talk about my work being metaphysical, or symbolic,” she says. “I 
would say they are neither metaphysical nor symbolic. They are purely experiential. 
[They’re not about] a representation of the form, but the actual pulsation of the form.” 

“Nothing is deeper than the skin” is Houshiary’s eighth exhibition with the gallery, but 
her first in New York. The show features the artist’s largest painting to date, a triptych 
that measures more than 25 feet wide, as well as a series of her helical aluminum 
sculptures. 

 
“Nothing is deeper than the skin” is on view at Lisson Gallery in New York from 
November 3 to December 22, 2017. 
	



IT’S starting to 
look... well, 
something like 
Christmas at  
Tate Britain.

This dangling 
tree, created by 
artist Shirazeh 
Houshiary, has  
its roots exposed 
and covered in 
gold leaf. It forms 
a centrepiece for 
a series of festive 
commissions 
including works 
by artists such as 
Antony Gormley 
and Anish Kapoor.

Houshiary said: 
“I would like us to 
contemplate that 
the pine tree is 
one of the oldest 
species and 
recognise the 
roots are the 
source of its 
continued 
stability, 
nourishment and 
longevity.”

NEEDLE DROP UPSIDE-DOWN CHRISTMAS 
TREE MARKS FESTIVE TATE COMMISSIONS

JE
R

EM
Y

 S
EL

W
Y

N

Evening Standard
1 December 2016 
Also online: http://www.standard.co.uk/goingout/arts/tate-britain-turns-the-christmas-tree-tradition-on-its-
head-this-year-to-mark-festive-commissions-a3409661.html
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