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trails

top
In the Loop
35" x 35", oil on linen, 2007 

From collision site details at 
5-minute exposures. This 
painting contains interfer-
ence blue, a luminous  
blue that is visible only when 
painted over black paint.

 Primal
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It began with a guest speaker in her small upstate New York town. Roshan 
Houshmand’s uncles were visiting, and because of their engineering 
background, she thought a talk on physics would be ideal for a night of 
entertainment. Growing up with a chemical engineer as a father and  
various other family members as medical professionals, Houshmand 
always felt a connection to science; however, she didn’t pick the field for 
herself, earning bachelor’s and master’s degrees in the fine arts. After 
studying in the United States and Italy, the Iranian-American artist focused 
some of her first works on still life, constructivism, flowers, and lightning. 
Although Houshmand looked forward to discussions about science and 
philosophy with friends, it wasn’t until hearing this pivotal talk, by physicist 
Brian Greene, that she turned back to her family’s scientific roots.

 “It was quite a revelation,” Houshmand says. “One of the most amazing 
things he talked about was the theory that there are 11 dimensions to  
reality. Somehow, this statement produced a tremendous feeling of relief 
in me, and allowed me to redefine my perspectives on life.”

right
Trails of Chaos
6" x 8", oil on canvas, 2006 

From bubble chamber 
images that suggest a map 
of the cosmos.

left
One 
28" x 32", oil and wax on linen, 
2007

One has a much denser sur-
face, in which wax is mixed 
with the oil paint. The paint-
ing questions the weight or 
weightlessness of the trail.

right
Summer
35" x 35", oil on linen, 2006

An “organic-oriented” compo-
sition in which the expansive 
arrangement of particle trails 
suggests the abundance of 
summer.
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From there, Houshmand launched into a five-month crash course in phys-
ics, reading everything from textbooks to Greene’s The Elegant Universe. 

 “Some of the physics books drove me crazy,” Houshmand says. “They 
would explain some complex theory, and at the end of multiple paragraphs, 
it would tell you that everything you just read was disproved.”

Yet among the intricate formulas and theories, Houshmand found 
inspiration for her latest work: bubble chamber photographs taken at 
Brookhaven National Laboratory and CERN, the European particle phys-
ics lab, in the 1960s and ’70s. The chambers, which were filled with liquid 
hydrogen, tracked otherwise invisible charged particles as they zoomed 
through the detectors, leaving trails in their wakes. These bubble spirals, 
curves, and lines are the basis for Houshmand’s collection Event Paintings, 
which she began in late 2005. 

 “One thing I enjoy about physics is its esoteric language, like a secret 
code,” Houshmand says. “It’s very intriguing to me.”

Houshmand started the creative process with printouts from bubble 
chamber images, which she studied until a particular event “spoke” to her.        
 “The images are extremely sophisticated, and yet there’s something so 
pure and primal about the movement of the forms,” she says. “The lines in 
these images are very beautiful and powerful.”

above
Retro
36" x 32", oil on linen, 2007

The composition and color 
come from examining the 
historical (social/cultural) 
context of the particle cham-
ber images.
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Using “cold black” paint as a primer–the name refers to a black that is 
actually a very dark blue–she sketches the event with chalk. Once the 
outline is perfect, she traces it with oil paint, usually white, although some-
times in pinks, blues, and other hues. She also uses wax on some paintings 
to add texture. On average, each piece takes two to three months to finish.

As Houshmand continues her bubble chamber collection, which she 
hopes will eventually include both large (5 feet by 5 feet) and small (6 
inches by 8 inches) pieces, she has started to exhibit them. She also con-
tinues to research physics and other sciences, looking for further visual  
representations. While she admits to being nowhere near an expert in the 
field, Houshmand says one of the biggest lessons she’s learned is that 
artists aren’t so different from scientists after all. 

 “Both art and science are process and analysis oriented; they’re both 
involved in a search for truth, and that truth only lasts until the next experi-
ment or work of art provides a new truth,’’ Houshmand says. “In either case, 
one never knows when the answers will arrive.”

Text: Kendra Snyder, Brookhaven National Laboratory
Paintings: Roshan Houshmand

above left
Meditation
45" x 40", oil on linen, 2006 

This painting was inspired by 
the omega-minus particle in  
a bubble chamber. The spirals 
offer a great sense of depth, 
which naturally leads the 
viewer into a soothing space 
that contradicts the com-
pletely flat contextual surface.

above right
Theoretical Event
34" x 30", oil on linen, 2006 

This was the first painting of 
the series, and Houshmand 
felt it important to acknowl-
edge in the title that although 
she was using real event  
images as sources of infor-
mation, she altered the imag-
ery; hence “theoretical” event.

left
Zed
20" x 20", oil on canvas, 2007

The title comes from a Dr. 
Seuss character whose hair 
has the same effusiveness 
as the trails.
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