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Obverse and reverse is an intervention 
developed by the artist Kimia Kamvari (Cologne, 1986) 
specifically for the FCAYC exhibition hall.

An early image depicting the creation of 
the world runs through the project. In this image, the 
mountains are shown stitched to the earth, and the 
Earth rests on the back of a cow, which in turn stands 
on a fish suspended in the air. The image derives from 
an ancient Persian belief enshrined in the legend of 
Gâv-Zamin (Cow-Earth), which describes the world in 
precisely this way: the earth is balanced on the back 
of a cow, which stands on a fish suspended in the air.1 

This cosmogony, in addition to symbolising the order 
of the universe and the structure that sustains the 
earth traditionally envisioned in Persian culture, allows 
us to ask, in the present, what factors have disrupted 
a material and symbolic continuity of the world 
such as that expressed in this image. It invites us to 
reflect on why oxen, cows, fish, land, and cosmos 
have ceased to be one and come to be differentiated 
products, distanced from one another and broken 
down into the possession of their isolated parts.

Kimia Kamvari addresses this dissection 
and the manner in which it manifests itself in our 
lives. She does so by following the trail of different 
material witnesses and without taking leave of the 
company of cows, oxen and land throughout her 
working process. The first of these traces is to be 
found in the Archive of León Cathedral, in the form 
of a 10th-century manuscript on parchment entitled 
‘Nodicia de kesos’ (Inventory of Cheeses). On this 
parchment – animal hide, typically calfskin – is ‘a very 
brief inventory drawn up by Semeno, the steward of 
the abbey of Rozuela in León, probably in August 974, 
of the cheeses that had been consumed in agricultural 
work for the monastic community’.2 However, the 
significance of this record for the project is not 
confined to the list of cheeses tallied on its reverse. 
On the front of the parchment – the prized obverse, 
the side with the animal’s flesh, as against the reverse, 
the poor side on which its hair is found – is the deed 
of a donation of land to the monastery by a noble 
couple. In this way, food, animal, and property are thus 
united on a single piece of cowhide, as if that material 
itself were giving form to an ancient cosmological 
image: that of the world borne up by the cow.

This material is also symptomatic of 
a technical mastery of the world to which Kimia 
Kamvari chooses to pay attention. Each of the 
parchments studied by the artist from this point 
on shows different signs of the exercise of human 
ownership of and dominion over the Earth – their 
boundaries and accumulations – and what comprises 
it. It embodies the way in which this power is 
inscribed on the skin of other species and at the 
expense of other materials. The thinness of these 
parchments, then, is the image of a distancing from 

Alfredo Puente
FCAYC curatorial department

Obverse and reverse
Kimia Kamvari



the world, interposed by a technology: that of screens 
made of skin – surfaces on which transactions, code, 
and texts flow – which distance materials from one 
another and transform them into products.

The information gathered during the 
process of reading these documents in the archive of 
León Cathedral led Kimia Kamvari to locate the places 
referenced in them by  means of her camera. From a 
selection of almost two hundred parchments out of 
an archive of six thousand four hundred and eighty-
nine, dating from the 9th to the 11th centuries, and 
from the systematic study of a group of twenty-five of 
these, the artist narrowed her searches by following 
the courses of the rivers Esla, Porma, Bernesga, 
Órbigo, Torío, and Cea in the regions they traverse, 
towards the south of the province of León. She 
identifies those plots of land, villas, and sites referred 
to in donations, sales, and sanctions, and transfers 
them from their past on parchment to their present 
in the photographic image. The fieldwork in these 
regions, until she located the specific sites, enabled 
the artist to analyse the current distribution of territory, 
the engineering and the forces that parcel it out in 
service of the primary sector, production, and the 
market, and to capture the sequence of photovoltaic 
plants, irrigation systems, maize grown for animal 
feed, successions of tillage land and industrial dairy 
farms that constitute the system that governs both 
the materials and the present. In the images on 
which she has lingered, the ploughed earth, with its 
furrows running back and forth, takes on particular 
significance – much like the boustrophedon script,3 
so called by derivation from the way oxen till the soil 
and inscribe lines upon it with no break in the flow. 
Kimia Kamvari records the confluences of rivers 
and all the ways in which materials seek continuity 
across the landscape, merging with one another and 
transcending any violent intent to dismember them.

The tensions that pulverise every 
possible material current are expressed, again without 
taking leave of the body of the cow, in another 
material present in the artist’s work: galalith,4 a plastic 
material extracted from milk casein. In the 1970s, at 
the height of the economic and formal expansion of 
a world based on plastics derived from petroleum, 
galalith, its name a compound of the Greek for milk 
and stone, could still compete with these. Kimia 
Kamvari imagines the edge that this material, which 
must be worked by cutting, polishing, or carving, 
sought to represent within the system of capital and 
economies of scale, and translates it into the tools – 
knives, machetes – used by the butcher to slaughter 
the animal and separate its constituent parts. The 
artist continued her investigation in new settings 
and by way of other, seemingly isolated products. 
In one of these spaces, a tannery, she salvages the 
hides of animals that had been alive not long before. 

On these, she writes a new contract with the planet 
for this moment, an image of the future, couched in 
legal language and the vocabulary noted on the initial 
parchments, in which to seek once more the union of 
fish-ox-angel-ruby-earth.

Obverse and reverse occupies the 
exhibition hall on the basis of the idea of ​​gravity 
and extends across the central plane of the space. 
The artist, relying on a sustained, deep, dense note 
– G (sol in Latin notation) – recorded using the five 
keyboards and a large number of the 4,334 metal 
pipes of the Klais Orgelbau organ in León Cathedral, 
radiates energy into the space and makes it vibrate. 
This symbolic presence of the solar element in 
the work introduces once again the tensions and 
ambivalence of the term. It alludes to isolated, 
parcelled lands – the plots explored in the research 
– and also to a celestial body whose magnitude 
represents, in contrast, the cosmic scale: a unifying 
and attractive sonic force, a harmonious image of 
matter, of planets, animals, and stars made one.

The intervention, an integral and 
continuous element, contains photographs, objects, 
and sound with a sculptural quality and references 
to the territory and infrastructure in which the project 
was carried out. It shows us resonances in time and 
space – gāv, ‘cow’ in Persian, shares a root with geo 
(γῆ, gē), ‘earth’ in Greek – extended over the note of G, 
sol; on photographic film, images of parchment, and 
on galalith, and which designate that whose fertility 
brings together, nourishes, and gives form to the 
world.

1 	 Different versions of this image are found in classical Persian texts; 
for example, in The Wonders of Creation and Prodigious Beings (Cosmography) 
by Abū Yaḥyā Zakariyyāʾ ibn Muḥammad ibn Maḥmūd al-Qazwīnī, written in 
the first half of the 13th century.

2	 Ruiz Asencio, J.M., and J. R. Morala Rodríguez, Nodicia de kesos. 
Un testimonio del romance leonés más antiguo. Ed. Instituto castellano y leonés 
de la lengua. Burgos, 2023, 19 pp.

3	 There is an example of boustrophedon composition in the Nativity 
cycle on the St. John the Baptist portal (13th century) of León Cathedral.

4	 Protein plastics, including galalith – añso known as ‘artificial bone’ 
or ‘artificial ivory’ – have been used in the manufacture of musical instrument 
keyboards, jewellery, buckles, and buttons, among other applications. 
Developed in 1897 by Wilhelm Krische and Adolph Spitteler, galalith was 
widely used during the 1910s and 1920s, until the emergence of inorganic 
plastics derived from petroleum took its place in the market.
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