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AnupAm poddAr

A few years ago, when contemporary miniature art from Pakistan 
started appearing in art shows in India, I was curious to know what was 
happening on the other side of the sub-continent. Rashid Rana the 
artist and Associate Professor at the School of Visual Arts, Beaconhouse 
National University (BNU), Lahore, on one of his visits to Delhi, showed 
me a power-point compilation of exciting images of Pakistani art 
which prompted me to visit Pakistan right away. When I made my first 
visit to Pakistan in �005, the warmth, openness and hospitality of the 
people touched me above all else. I felt an intimacy with the culture 
that spoke in a curious mix of Urdu, Punjabi and English. The love and 
care that they showered on me, left lasting impressions of the lively art 
community there, resulting in deep personal relationships. Rashid has 
been a close friend and an indispensable guide to the Contemporary 
Arts in Pakistan. His generosity to share his time and his passionate 
willingness to introduce new artists to me during my few short visits 
to Pakistan has in many ways made this current show possible. He 
would meticulously schedule my meetings with artists which might 
run to fifteen artists per day! From our first meeting to the present day, 
Resemble Reassemble is an important book-mark which brings our 
friendship, relationship and collaboration to a full circle.

Unlike the Fine Arts institutions in India, Pakistan has very committed 
and resourceful teachers who are accomplished artists in themselves 
and lead the next generation of artists with parental affection. Salima 
Hashmi who is the Dean at the School of Visual Arts, BNU, runs 
Rohtas-� Gallery in the backyard of her home in Lahore, where she 
provides space to young artists, fresh out of college, allowing them 
to showcase their works. The level of professionalism and the quality 
of art at these degree- level student-shows is praise worthy. More 
than the miniatures that the contemporary Pakistani Art has become 
synonymous with, what attracted me was the experimental art 
which had been largely unexplored by the art world elsewhere. In 
Contemporary Pakistani Art, you find explorations in diverse materials 
and methods like video, new media, sculptural installations and all 
kinds of work that are exciting. What is charming about Pakistani artists 
is that they are not yet spoilt by the expectations of stardom. They 
follow their individual pursuits with conviction which is not driven by 
market forces or contemporary trends, their personal expressions are 
highly skilled and insightful. This came as a revelation from a country 
which the outside world is scared of travelling to because of security 
concerns and visa restrictions. My excitement of having discovered 
Pakistan was so timed that our countries happened to be in the midst 
of bilateral political anxieties which not only created difficulties in 
shipping of artworks, but also obtaining travel papers. Notwithstanding 
all these small inconveniences, the visits to Pakistan were rewarding 
because of its exceptional people. 

I am always on the look out for young talent that would surprise 
me and this is exactly what I found in Pakistan, which helped me in 
reinventing my passionate response to art. Expansion of our collection 
to include Pakistan was more out of a curiosity to absorb the energy 
from that part of the sub-continent than for charting out the territory 
of South Asian contemporary art. To say that I see in Pakistan what 
I miss in India would not be an overstatement.  The freshness and 
honesty of young talent in Pakistan takes me back to the time when 
I had started collecting Indian Contemporary Art which stimulated 
me. Even as Resemble Reassemble opens, I reflect on how magical the 
Pakistani art-scene is and I hope that it will continue to remain so.  

AnupAm poddAr - Director, Devi Art Foundation
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At present, the phrase ‘Contemporary Art in Pakistan’ covers an extremely broad and diverse 
spectrum. In the early years of the nation, colonial influences mixed with the inevitable 
post-colonial quest for regional identity to produce a very distinct traditionalism, fusing 
sub-continental color with modernist values. It also included a search for finding a nation, 
or national art, which led to focusing on the local landscape, resurrecting Mughal miniature 
painting, as well as recreating the practice of calligraphy as art. Following the similar 
tendencies, in the last couple of decades some artists (often referred as neo-miniaturist) 
have found inspiration in indigenous styles such as traditional Persian and Indian miniature 
painting, imbuing them with topical concerns and adding new levels of irony and postmodern 
self-reference. Along with the popularity of this genre, the last several years have seen the 
emergence of yet another kind of art, which is of particular interest to me: one that is (not 
seeking the legitimacy mentioned above) in touch with international philosophical and artistic 
currents, less focused on parochial issues of genre and identity and more geared towards the 
understanding and mindsets of today’s globalised audiences – in fact, a kind of art, which 
acknowledges that an artist in Lahore or Karachi has a lot in common with an artist in New 
York or New Delhi,  and that despite the specificity of each location, all of us are now citizens of 
a global society. Artists from two very distant places today can arrive at similar visual solutions 
or styles (varieties of Minimalism, Abstraction or installation art for example), but from very 
different trajectories; the content lies beneath the surface of the work. If we fail to address this 
international culture and look only to ‘difference’ and ‘identities’, we ignore much of what makes 
our age unique. 

Many of the trends within Pakistani art, if not all, have been refracted through the means of 
the art school. A distinct feature of Pakistani art is that almost all the well-known artists have 
spent most of their careers affiliated with colleges such as the National College of Arts (NCA), 
or more recently, Beaconhouse National University (BNU) or Indus Valley School of Art and 
Architecture (IVSAA). This has proven to be very fertile soil for the growth not only of individual 
talent, but also of schools or traditions within traditions, sometimes coming into conflict with 
each other, but more often interacting with each other in ways that has given the Pakistani art 
its particularly interesting features.

This strong sense of interconnectedness in Pakistani art does not deprive artists of their 
independence of vision; rather, it gives them the ability to forge their own vocabularies and 
concerns against the background of established opinions and debates that are being carried 
out in studios, lecture halls and galleries. It is also possible that this intellectual sharpness and 
the openness to the influences from abroad, makes it interesting to non-Pakistani audiences, 
and especially collectors like Anupam Poddar. 

resemblAnces; ‘WhAt is so pAkistAni About this shoW?’

(When Anupam asked me to curate an exhibition of selected work from his Pakistani 
collection, I was faced with a dilemma. How was I to organize the work?) 

First, there was no escaping the fact that this would be a ‘National’ show of some kind, since I 
was asked to select from the part of the collection that was made up of art from Pakistan. As 
a result, I would have the added pressure of representation, and of attempting to do justice to 
the breadth of artistic styles present here. 

Second, the phenomenon of Contemporary Art is an unusual, unprecedented and uncanny 
occurrence in Pakistan. There are not many of contemporary artists, concerned with the 
issues of identity – or bound to represent a specific region, nation or ideology. This absence 
of a common theme/element (the freedom or confusion) is the most remarkable aspect and 
common feature in the works produced in today’s Pakistan. 

Third, I strongly believe that distinctions between artists based on their residence or affiliations 
are less relevant these days as compared to the past; now that the routes through which art is 
consumed are so complex and transnational. One criticism, in fact, of contemporary art is that it 
is globalized to an extent that it is divorced from the lived realities of a particular milieu or society; 
my own experience has shown the opposite to be true. The more Pakistani artists have opened 
up to the rest of the world, and in fact to the world around them with its new technologies and 

rAshid rAnA  contemporAry Art in pAkistAn
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aesthetic sensibilities, the more the work seems rooted in local realities. In other words, despite 
a complex global audience and an intricate route of consumption (which might involve artists 
– especially those from the developing world – spending much of their time exhibiting in or 
traveling to other countries), regional issues have gained in prominence and value as markers of 
authenticity. Even more, where traditional or regional approaches had previously dictated the 
suitability of subject matter for art, today’s Pakistani artists explore all kinds of formal and social or 
philosophical issues, despite of conventions, conditionings and taboos. 

reAssembling

Since, in a way, there was no running away from a ‘national show’, therefore, I readjusted my 
goals to reducing the problems of ‘nation-based exhibition’; for example the works in such a 
show are usually viewed through a ‘narrow view finder’, which leads to a ‘limited reading of 
these works. So one obvious solution was to re-assemble/organize works in such a way (by 
placing in a new context) that their reading is not restricted to usual narrow themes attached 
it to them. So expanding the meaning (or the various possibilities of interpretation) by finding 
new curatorial context/s for the works in this show became an overall goal. 
 

As an initial step I started selecting individual works rather than selecting artists based on their 
significance, fame or importance in Pakistan. The problem this approach leaves over, however, 
is still one of organization and arrangement. Given the diversity I have already mentioned, 
it would be impossible to do justice to the artists themselves if I decided to squeeze them 
into simplistic, overarching thematic categories. Again, in the Pakistani context, conventional 
divisions of genre or medium feel like unnecessary constrictions or pigeonholes to me, at least 
in terms of grouping artists together. 

At first I thought I would look for common characteristics among the works or artists that I 
had chosen but the differences between them seemed, in fact, more interesting than their 
similarities. As I examined this notional entity called ‘Contemporary Pakistani Art’, I came 
to realize that this was a creature with no single connecting spine or identifiable shape. If 
anything, I was determined to avoid forcing a preconceived or clichéd form on the work in 
front of me. 

Second, there was the issue of chronology. While the work in the collection is contemporary 
by any standards, it represents more than five years of acquisition and includes some pieces 
that are nearly a decade old. To simply label the collection as the cutting edge of Pakistani art 
would be misleading, even though in practice Anupam has consistently chosen work that 
meets this description. Broadly, the work represents his taste (and for the most part, we agree 
in our judgments) in the very best new art over the last decade.

Therefore, I hit upon the idea of approaching this project in a way that is close to my own 
working methodology, relying on what I like to call ‘visual thinking’. That is, I made an initial 
selection of work that I think is exciting and represents some sense of the contemporary spirit of 
art in Pakistan, and then tried to move the work around to see if unexpected connections would 
appear. Sure enough, I found it possible to connect all the works in a way that represented some 
kind of progression or series of associations, whether through shared imagery or even interesting 
contrasts. I began to think of the works like railway carriages that can connect to each other in a 
train, without being identical. I was concerned with making a narrative, naturally, but in a playful 
way – with the aim of confounding and affirming the expectations of a hypothetical viewer.  My 
guiding principle throughout was to create a kind of flow or continuous experience for viewer, 
who should be sometimes surprised and sometimes enlightened by the unfolding of images, 
but always intrigued enough to follow the curated path.   

This has been an interesting exercise in approaching not just these works, but in a sense 
the entire phenomenon of contemporary art in Pakistan. While the Lekha and Anupam 
Poddar Collection is by no means exhaustive of the trends and movements of Pakistani art, 
it is certainly a segment that, seen in its entirety, sheds light on much of what drives the art 
here and gives it its bite and vigor. By realigning some of the works, or emphasizing new and 
unexpected connections, I hope to have shaken some of the preconceived notions about the 
place or interpretation of these works. In the process of reassembling the collection, therefore, I 
have tried to bring to light resemblances that have perhaps remained unnoticed.

rAshid rAnA - Associate Professor, School of Visual Arts, Beaconhouse National University, Lahore
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 sAlimA hAshmi 

It may well be asked how, in such horrifying, depressive times of violence, recession and terror, 
is Pakistan able to produce such a large volume of edgy, iconoclastic and radical art? In fact, 
these are not epithets commonly associated with the country in the international media 
today. What is particularly interesting about Pakistani art is that, contrary to global trends, most 
of it is not from the Diaspora (although mobility is a factor) but from the homeland. It is the 
younger artists, not yet in their forties, who – immersed in the turbulence – are producing 
a mass of new work, which documents and investigates the business of living and survival. 
Practices are divergent and, although not isolated from international art discourse, are 
crisscrossed homegrown compounds and stitcheries, owing their sensibility and context to 
the overwhelming condition of ‘being here’. Given that the work may not always appear to be 
either flagrantly transgressive or highly confrontational, it nevertheless positions itself outside 
of Pakistan’s ‘official’ culture.

The first decade of the ��st century has plunged Pakistan into a succession of upheavals. The 
rise in terrorism and religious militancy, with little support from the populace or in popular 
imagination, has nevertheless convulsed parts of the country. However, uncertain social and 
political conditions, marked by dramatic shifts of one kind or another, are nothing new; they 
have always been part of Pakistan’s sixty odd years of existence. Yet, artists have somehow 
managed to stay afloat in the most aberrant of circumstances, displaying a stubborn spirit 
of dissent and a tenacious capacity to endure. Looking back to the inception of the Pakistani 
state, one already observes the conflicting trajectories inherent in the idea of a ‘national 
identity’. For some, religion was the primary component of cultural identity, and this view 
differed vastly from one that saw national identity as based on ancient pluralistic diversities 
that comprised the geographical boundaries of the new nation. For artists, such dilemmas 
have continued to persist. In the morass of competing identities and ideologies, proliferating 
since ��47, artists represented the ‘nation’ in dissimilar ways. Neo-Cubism jostled with 
European academic styles, and romantic revivalism nudged traditional miniatures for a share of 
attention and patronage. However, the idea that ‘identifiable Muslim’ elements could or should 
be injected into art practices was never a crucial concern until Zia Ul Haq’s brutal military 
regime forty years on. 

At the time of independence, A.R. Chughtai (���4–��75), Pakistan’s most eminent artist, 
consciously embraced the notion of the “Muslim” national artist. Although his earlier works, 
executed during the ���0s, �0s and early 40s, included scenes from Hindu and Buddhist 
mythology, he became increasingly comfortable with a consciously ‘Moghul’ iconography. 
Chughtai himself wrote about the role of a ‘Pakistani’ artist thus:

In India, the religious, cultural, literary and artistic traditions of the Muslims were 
associated with the Moghuls. Today, he has perforce abandoned these traditions. 
Now he will have to build a new Taj . . . New mosques . . . create new individuals 
for this reconstruction who can prove that they had a past with traditions, that the 
country and its art were their traditions.�

Chughtai’s illustrations of poets Iqbal, Ghalib and Omar Khayyam had brought him widespread 
recognition and stature before ��47. A poet and short story writer himself, Chughtai was an 
essential pillar of Lahore’s literary and artistic coterie. Together with Faiz Ahmed Faiz, Dr M.D. 
Taseer and others, in ��4� he founded the Lahore Arts Council, where a major retrospective 
of his works was held in ��5�. Rendered in the Bengali ‘wash’ technique, Chughtai’s works 
embodied courtly traditions, refinements and legends. The delicate lines enriched by 
ornamental patterns and the intensely hued colour were deeply nostalgic – caught up in the 
romance of a glorious past. 

Unlike Chughtai, Ustad Allah Bux’s (���5–��7�) humble origins as a self-taught painter of 
‘sceneries’ in Lahore’s theatres characterized his subsequent oeuvre. His pre-Partition
patron having been the Maharaja of Patiala, Allah Bux was exposed to a rich and varied 
collection of European painting, sculpture and prints in the Royal Collection. He drew upon 
these sources for his skilled panoramic landscapes, romantic folk and mythological themes, 
and academic portraits. His Punjabi ‘legend’ paintings, such as ‘Heer Ranjha’ and ‘Sohni Mahiwal’, 
and his landscapes struck a chord with officials and the emergent middle class whose 

Whence pAkistAni contemporAry Art? 

�  A.R. Chughtai, ‘The Future of 
Art in Pakistan’, The Pakistan 
Times, August ��4�, p. �, cited 
by Marcella Nesom Sirhandi 
in her book Contemporary 
Painting in Pakistan, p. �4 
(Ferozsons Ltd, Lahore, ����).
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conservative aspirations were reflected in the sentimental 
picturesquely rural renditions. No one could have guessed, 
from these paintings, that Punjab had suffered the trauma of 
truncation and floods of refugees moving in both directions; 
such events were noticeably absent from art.

Among the refugees who came from the ‘other side’ was Haji 
Mohammad Sharif (����–��7�) miniature painter, whose 
forebears were court painters of the State of Patiala. Once 
settled in Lahore, Mughal portraits and processions replaced 
Haji Sharif ’s Sikh iconography. Employed in turn by the Fine 
Arts Department of the Punjab University and the National 
College of Arts (NCA), Haji Sharif ’s presence kindled an interest 
in the miniature painting tradition, which was almost extinct 
in Lahore by the turn of the �0th century. Although the genre 
was to blossom at NCA long after Haji Sharif ’s death, he 
trained some significant artists, including Zahoorul Akhlaq 
and Jamil Naqsh.

The city of Lahore incubated the modern art movement in the 
��50s and the �0s. In the forefront was the Lahore Art Circle 
(somewhat akin to the Progressives in India) with the artists 
A.J. Shemza, Ahmed Pervez, Shakir Ali, S. Safdar, Raheel Akbar 
Javed, Ali Imam and Moyene Najmi – an ebullient group, with 
strong links to writers and poets. A.J. Shemza and Raheel were 
themselves short story writers and Shakir Ali was an essayist. 
They reinforced time-honoured connections between text and 
image, and vociferously advocated a progressive, modernist 
social order. The coffee houses and teashops of Lahore were 
alive with arguments and polemics of intellectuals, artists, 
filmmakers and writers. All this was against the background 
of a rapidly collapsing succession of civil governments, giving 
way to Pakistan’s first military dictatorship. Headed by General 
Ayub Khan, the 

regime lasted a decade (��5�–����), setting a pattern for 
subsequent usurpations and takeovers. These were the years in 
which the Mayo School of Arts Lahore was upgraded into the 
National College of Arts and a radical ‘Bauhaus’ style curriculum 
was introduced. National art exhibitions were organized, with 
artists from both West and East Pakistan participating. This was 
also the time when the ‘International Style’ made its debut in 
art production, and gained recognition alongside the ‘revivalist’ 
and ‘naturalist’ brigades. 

One of the first ‘modernists’ was Shakir Ali (����–��75), who 
was born in Rampur and trained at Bombay’s J.J. School, before 
going off to study at London’s Slade School of Art. He was 
the first such Pakistani artist to return from Europe, eager to 
try out his modernist credentials, only to be devastated by 
the indifference he encountered. The indifference was not 
surprising in a city overwhelmed by the influx of refugees 
from all parts of India. It was only after his move to Lahore to 
teach at the NCA that Shakir Ali found his niche as a painter 
and became an abiding influence on what subsequently 
turned out to be the face of contemporary art in Pakistan. 
In his painting, he evolved a personal vocabulary based on 
the manipulation of space and an austere repertoire of forms 

A.R. Chugtai, Milk Maids, ��40, Watercolour on Paper, �7 x �� in.

Allah Bux, ���0, Oil on Board, �7 x  ��.5 in.
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– female figures, birds, the moon and flowers – all delicately cross-hatched in an understated 
palette. Shakir Ali’s refusal to subscribe to a ‘national ideology’ instigated an iconoclastic ‘liberal’ 
environment in NCA, obviously drawing flak from ultra ‘patriotic’ and revivalist forums.

If Chughtai and Shakir Ali represented the polarities in the traditionalist/modernist debates of 
the ��50s and �0s, the painter Sadeqain (���0–���7) could definitely be aligned with the latter, 
although his flamboyant persona was in striking contrast to Shakir Ali’s restrained, detached 
presence. The prolific Sadeqain was possibly Pakistan’s most publicly celebrated artist. Born 
in Amroha, India, Sadeqain made his way to Karachi with his family and rapidly rose to fame, 
becoming Pakistan’s first Biennale Laureate in Paris in ����. His extended stay in Paris in the 
�0s had a profound influence on the way he positioned himself artistically. Already familiar 
with the modern European masters as a young artist in Karachi, poring over reproductions 
and gathering stylistic traces, he engaged in more complex visual assimilations in Paris. The 
distancing from his roots deepened his nostalgia for the calligraphic mark and its embodiment 
of meaning, both formal and minimal. This dovetailed conveniently with Picasso-esque 
configurations of the figure. Sadeqain’s return home was a triumph. His subsequent meteoric 
career defined the role of the modern populist painter: an interpreter-cum-showman. A large 
number of public commissions – works for airports, libraries and hotels – came his way. His 
friendships with leftist writers and intellectuals cast many of these into narratives eulogizing 
workers and peasants. The Saga of Labour at the Power House at the Margalla Dam and Birth 
of Mankind (Lahore Museum) honour the struggles of humankind to liberate itself from the 
shackles of exploitation and to take command of the future. Many of these ambitious works are 
feats of creative endurance, employing poetic texts woven into vivid figurative imagery.

Although Sadeqain’s persona had validated the role of the artist in society, the generation of 
the 70s was still cutting its artistic teeth at a time when a bitter civil war rent the nation in two. 
The whole concept of ‘Identity’ as intertwined with the ‘State’ was under fire. Artists, as well as 
writers, were entangled in complex responses. The popularly elected leader in West Pakistan, 
Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, swept into power after Bangladesh became independent, and a period of 
parliamentary democracy ensued. This had definite implications for the arts. A national cultural 
policy came into being, a network of arts councils was announced, folk forms of performing 
arts and crafts were patronized and many cultural institutions were founded. There were liberal 
forums and opportunities for artists, writers and performers.

During this time, Shahid Sajjad (b. ���7) a self-taught sculptor who had worked among the 
tribals in the forests in the Chittagong hill tracts in East Pakistan, had returned to work in 
Karachi. So had Zahoorul Akhlaq (��4�–����), a painter who returned after studying at the 
Royal College of Arts, London, to teach at NCA. Both artists were entering the mainstream at 
a time of cultural resurgence. The old ‘modernist’ debates being passé, these artists began 
to examine the relevance of visual traditions. They focused on fresh meanings to be wrested 
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from marginalized practices. Investigating new materials and reworking the old, neither artist 
was concerned with a self-conscious search for what was ‘Pakistani’. Moreover, in spite of the 
extraordinary heritage going back to pre-history, the teaching and practice of sculpture was 
a formidable proposition in Pakistan and had been deterred by religious dogma and sparse 
patronage. Battling these odds, Shahid Sajjad continued his sculptural practice, which spans 
almost five decades. A meticulous dedication to the craft of ‘making’, his explorations in 
bronze and wood have defied the odds. His primary interest has been in human forms, primal 
and heroic. These figures embody the quest for the spiritual, embedded in the innocence 
of the figure that the artist calls ‘my primitives’. Sculptural practices have since then gained 
acceptance with audiences as the traditional definition of sculpture has been widened to 
include installations and time-based media.

Zahoorul Akhlaq, tragically killed in ����, was Pakistan’s single most influential contemporary 
artist. Painter, sculptor, printmaker and teacher at NCA, his work continues to inspire an 
upcoming generation. Artists as diverse as Anwar Saeed, Shahzia Sikander, Rashid Rana, 
Quddus Mirza, Naazish Ataullah, Faiza Butt, Risham Syed and Imran Qureshi were part of 
the NCA’s stimulating milieu, as his students, from the ���0s to the �0s. Akhlaq’s work and 
philosophy represents multiple strands of conceptual and formal concerns. As a student in 
London, he had studied the V&A collection of Indian miniatures, which instigated a lifelong 
dialogue with tradition. His fascination with the two-dimensionality of painting in the 
subcontinent was coupled with his study of the relevant moderns: Rothko, Albers, and Stella. 
Akhlaq’s work dealt with the ambiguities and possibilities inherent in two-dimensional space, 
which he explored through mathematical divisions, mark making and layered colour fields. 
Akhalq’s work – painting, print and sculpture – maintained a delicate balance between the 
ever-present dualities of ancient traditions and the processes of contemporary work. Woven 
into this were complex personal narratives and ‘the subtle interplay between emotions and visual 
sensory expression’.�

In the crisscrossing trajectories of tradition and contemporaneity in Pakistani art, gender first 
entered as leading factor in the ���0s. Pakistan presents an interesting study of a conservative 
patriarchal society where women have surprisingly been in a position of power as art 
educationists. Women laid the foundation of art institutions and teaching departments in 
schools, colleges and universities all over the country from Peshawar to Hyderabad to Karachi. 
The two oldest and most established fine art institutions – the Punjab University and the NCA 
– have been headed mostly by women. Yet women’s contributions as studio practitioners 
became noteworthy only after the eleven-year regime of General Zia-ul-Haq that specially 
targeted women and the minorities. In the garb of religion, the military regime promulgated 
severe laws and punishments. Civil liberties were curtailed; censorship in dress, behaviour 
and cultural practices became the norm. Women were encouraged to wear the chadar and 
retreat behind their chaar diwaris (four walls of their homes). They were debarred from certain 

�   Naazish Ataullah, ‘Conflict and Resolutions in the Narrative’, Catalogue essay in Hanging Fire: Contemporary 
Art from Pakistan, p. 54 (Exhibition curated by Salima Hashmi in Asia Society Museum, September �00�).
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professions, and female government employees were constrained to 
adhere to strict dress codes. 

In ����, fifteen women artists signed the Women Artists’ Manifesto, 
which called for women artists to use their art as a form of resistance. 
Well-known artists like Mehr Afroze, Qudsia Nisar, Nahid Raza and 
Lalarukh subsequently embarked upon a new direction in their art 
practice. Younger artists, such as Samina Mansuri, Naazish Ataullah, 
Sabina Gillani, Leila Rehman, Durriya Kazi and many others, still at the 
beginning of their artistic careers experienced the direct effect of 
obscurantism in their professional practice. Ironically, this decade gave 
an impetus to women artists who struggled to sift and select imagery 
that could be manipulated to express their experiences. Among the 
most potent of images was that of the chadar. Officially touted as a 
symbol of ‘protection’ for females, it was seized upon by artists as an 
icon of disenfranchisement. Women used the chadar as a metaphor 
for claustrophobia and enforced silence. The image was loaded with 
intensity of feeling and implied physical denial. They also experimented 
with mediums more suited to their complex beleaguered emotions. 
Works on paper, prints and mixed media became the preferred 
vehicles of expression.

Zia-ul-Haq’s sudden and violent departure from the scene heralded 
a sharp change in Pakistan. Certainly, a Muslim country headed by a 
female Prime Minister promised a chance to dream. It was a short-
lived promise. However, women continued to flourish as artists and 
teachers. The twists and turns of the last two decades in social and 
political life have been grist for the artists’ mill. The entanglements not 
withstanding, artists of the new generation, both men and women, are 
connected to the interweaving of histories and practices of yesteryears. 

sAlimA hAshmi - dean of the school of Visual Arts at beaconhouse 
national university, lahore
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nAAzish AtA-ullAh

General Zia-ul-Haq’s plane crash in the late ���0s stunned the world. 
For the politically motivated artist community within Pakistan, the 
event evoked simultaneous disbelief, relief and bewilderment. For 
some it triggered a temporary ‘loss of purpose’; for others it beaconed 
a time of opportunity and hope. The event was a turning point, 
heralding a decade of dynamic change and divergence, in consonance 
with the state of art making internationally. The preceding decade 
had offered artists the impetus for ‘an intelligent rebellion’, to use 
Salima Hashmi’s title for a major exhibition of Pakistani women artists 
shown in the UK. But it was only from the ���0s that artists gained 
wider public reception, a space that had previously been the exclusive 
domain of other creative fields such as literature or music. While 
reviewing art in the �0s, the political climate and social changes in 
the country are factors that cannot be marginalized. The aftermath of 
dictatorship brought an uneasy return to democracy in the country. 
The major political parties repeatedly clashed, sitting governments 
were dismissed in quick succession, and the judiciary came under 
fire. The spread of the Taliban in neighbouring Afghanistan and rising 
militancy within our own borders created yet another set of crises that 
threatened society. The decade ushered in a return to democracy and 
ended ironically with its termination.

Until the �0s, the National College of Arts (NCA), Pakistan’s premier 
art school, was the only institution where modernism was resolutely 
in practice as its guiding philosophy. Its faculty, during this decade, 
comprised a host of renowned artists such as Zahoorul Akhlaq, Salima 
Hashmi, Mian Salahuddin and Anwar Saeed, to name but a few. Artists 
chose to adopt teaching as a career, concurrent with their practices, 
as this option provided a space for dialogue and exploration that 
was not possible in isolation. Moreover, the market had not evolved 
sufficiently to sustain a secure livelihood for them. NCA graduates, such 
as Quddus Mirza, Rashid Rana, Bani Abidi, Nausheen Saeed and Risham 
Syed, who had proceeded abroad for higher studies, returned to teach 
at their alma mater, bringing contemporary ideas, energy and critical 
thinking to the studios and the curriculum. Video art, installation and 
performance art were introduced as alternative genres to traditional 
art practices in painting, printmaking and sculpture during this period, 
and the feminist activism of the preceding decade expanded its own 
vocabulary by experimenting with new materials and processes. Urban 
‘folk’ art was also an important new area that several younger artists 
began to explore. The impact of the work of these younger artists was 
not only disseminated to their students, but a provocative discourse 
was also generated between them; for example, Quddus Mirza’s 
text-based paintings influenced Rashid Rana’s practice. The effect of 
this cyclical phenomenon – the progression from student to artist to 
teacher – has been to keep NCA at the forefront of avant-garde art 
production. By questioning the established canon, artist/teachers have 
infused the institution with a spirit of subversion that is fundamental to 
the art world. 

Although the NCA continued to maintain its status as the foremost art 
school for shaping artistic vision in the country, many other schools 
and departments for the visual arts were also established in the �0s, 
most notably the Indus Valley School of Art and Architecture (IVSAA), 
in Pakistan’s largest urban metropolis, Karachi. These two institutions 
played a dominant role in creating, developing and facilitating art 
during this decade. From within these institutions emerged several 
significant trends that caught the attention of not only the expanding 
viewership within the country but also brought Pakistani art into the 
international arena. 
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� N. Ata-Ullah, ‘The Semiotics of the Nation’s 
Icons’, in Mazaar Bazaar: Design and Visual 
Culture in Pakistan, ed. Saima Zaidi (OUP, Karachi, 
forthcoming).

Imran Qureshi, My Younger Brother, ���5 , 
Gouache on Wasli, ��.5 x �0.� cm

Quddus  Mirza, Here Lies Art, ����, Oil and Paper 
on Canvas, � x 5 feet
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The most notable trend that developed into a potent art movement was in the genre of 
miniature painting. Miniature painting was a creative force in the iconography of the art of 
the subcontinent until the breakdown of the patronage system under British rule. It dwindled 
into a de-contextualized – and therefore inherently weakened – craft practice whose primary 
impetus became the preservation of a precolonial past. The paradigm shift in the ethos of the 
genre of miniature painting, with regard to the intent and the position of the artist, occurred 
at the NCA in the mid ���0s, reaching its pinnacle in the �0s. This turning point is fundamental 
to the existence of the neo-miniature because it reconstitutes the miniature as a point of 
departure rather than as a dispossessed repetition of a distant practice. It also reconstitutes 
the practitioner’s role firmly within the postmodern context. In this sense, miniature painting 
is perhaps one of the few practices that has bypassed modernism and is therefore freed of 
some of the ideological underpinnings of modernity. The inherent freedom of the artist as an 
appropriator of existing syntax occurs suddenly here, and therefore is without the baggage of 
conceptual and ideological frameworks that marked modernism. 

At the NCA, miniature painting had been taught by traditional ustads as a minor subject 
since its inception in ��5�. It was instituted as a major area of specialization within the Fine 
Art Department in the mid ���0s largely due to the artist Zahoorul Akhlaq’s own interest in 
analysing the tradition through his painting. Under his guidance, the Department chose to 
develop a new programme that combined a meticulous study of the traditional techniques, 
structure and methodologies inherent to the field, with the freedom to develop a personal 
vision. Bashir Ahmed, who had trained with Sheikh Shujaullah, a traditional miniature painter 
from a lineage of artists from Alwar, was assigned to teach. The outcome during the early years 
of this revivalist experiment was fundamentally unsuccessful as the work was still restricted by 
traditional conventions. A major breakthrough occurred with Shazia Sikander’s Degree show, 
in the early �0s, in which she presented an unusually large, finely executed painting on a wasli, 
demonstrating the tools of her formal learning through a sensitive, personal, feminist narrative. 
Sikander’s subsequent international rise to fame during the �0s inspired lively activity within 
the Department, making miniature painting the preferred field for students to pursue. 

A group of miniature painters that included Imran Qureshi, Aisha Khalid, Nusra Latif Qureshi, 
Talha Rathore and Saira Wasim dominated the �0s through works that engaged with political, 
personal and social themes. From its inception, the neo-miniature utilized other iconographical 
traditions without the pressure of locating their original meaning, or even constituting new 
meaning through the act of making. It was the use of secondary source material, appropriated 
randomly, that resulted in a strange democratization of iconography, which immediately 
broadened the horizons of possible interpretation as well as individual expression. It is this 
liberation from any cohesive responsibility with regard to the contextual underpinnings 
of appropriated imagery that places miniature painting in an exclusive space that is both 
inside and outside the postmodern discourse. The diversity of imagery and approaches in 
the individual practices of miniature painters expedited the development and spread of the 
contemporary or neo-miniature painting movement, which simultaneously offered Pakistani 
artists an identifiable, visual specificity as well as a space of infinite, intellectual and visual 
freedom. At another level, miniature painting transformed its own boundaries to the extent 
that the movement can be read as having dissolved within the greater space of art making 
today as an identifiable voice in the postmodern space. The reconstruction of the tradition in 
the wider context of contemporary art initially drew attention from viewers in Pakistan before 
the neo-miniature became the sought-after option for international audiences as well. 

The proliferation of galleries in Karachi during the �0s was an important development that 
opened commercial opportunities for the production of art as well as provided visibility to art. 
Karachi’s predominantly wealthy business community, together with its sophisticated, cultured 
elite, patronized the galleries where unprecedented activity was underway.  It was remarked 
that art was produced in Lahore but was seen and bought in Karachi. There grew a breed of 
collectors with insatiable appetites at first for modern and later for contemporary art. Several 
local newspapers and journals such as Herald and Newsline began the first serious attempts at 
art criticism with regular articles dedicated to cover art exhibitions. Established writers were 
commissioned to compile surveys of modern art that were published.
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Karachi’s swift urbanization, from a small seaside port at Partition to 
a teeming centre of over fifteen million people by the �0s, created 
a vibrant cosmopolitanism distinct from the parochialism of other 
cities, apart from Lahore. Karachi’s demographics comprise diverse 
immigrant communities from India, and migrants from the north 
of the country and from the rural areas of Sindh; and its indigenous 
inhabitants at Partition included Hindu merchants, landlords and a 
sizeable, influential and cultured Zoroastrian business community. 
Originally Pakistan’s seat of government, the city was also its business 
and industrial capital. Within this context, the Indus Valley School of 
Art and Architecture evolved a unique ethos that contributed yet 
another vibrant dimension to the art scene. Concurrent with the 
growth of the neo-miniature movement in Lahore, the IVSAA was 
at the forefront of an engagement with urban folk art and popular 
culture that resulted in several influential bodies of work. A number 
of artists at the School, including Huma Mulji and Asma Mundrawala, 
chose not just to link up with local practitioners but appropriated 
their visual vocabulary and variety of materials such as ‘plastics, vinyl, 
steel and neon [used] to [embellish] the urban domestic or public 
space [that had] . . . gone unnoticed by the intelligentsia, who [looked] 
elsewhere for aesthetic authenticity in art and culture’.  Hence, cinema 
hoardings, posters, greeting cards, calendars and the decorations 
on trucks and tractors, buses and rickshaws provided a vast store of 
possibilities for artists to use. The iconography of Pakistani popular art, 
found in its celebrated ‘truck art’, was appropriated by artists in Karachi. 
The contrasting realities between the spontaneous compulsions for 
embellishment found in ‘popular’ art makers and the deliberated 
selectiveness essential for the studio artist coexisted in predetermined 
sites. Whereas the truck painter repeatedly renders an iconography that 
recalls an authenticity emanating from collective visual knowledge, 
the artist infuses meaning that has less tangible foundations. The 
naivety of depiction in imagery found in truck painting both tantalizes 
and appeals to a broad range of viewers. The sheer presence of the 
vehicle and its movement transfixes the viewer’s gaze who, more 
often than not, is following in its tracks. Abundant with rich colour, 
pattern and detail, the painting is invariably focused on a singular 
iconic motif drawn from culturally identifiable visual narratives. 
The imagined landscape of mountain streams and cypresses, roses 
and eagles, hooris and the buraq reflects the desire for a utopia or a 
promised land, for relief from the mundane realities of ordinary lives. 
Urban visual culture also finds its locus on this immutable canvas 
through depictions of missiles and mosques, portraits of film stars and 
politicians as celebrated icons of nationalism. The choice of imagery 
is often determined by current popular trends in taste and aesthetics.  
The juxtaposition of truck art with artistic output in the �0s presented 
alternative pathways of addressing Pakistani identity. 

� For a detailed account of the development of the 
contemporary miniature movement see V. Whiles, Art 
and Polemic in Pakistan: Tradition and Cultural Politics 
in Contemporary Miniature Painting (I.B. Taurus, Lon-
don, forthcoming in April �0�0).
� S. Hashmi, ‘Tracing the Image: Contemporary Art in 
Pakistan’, in Art and Social Change: Contemporary Art 
in Asia and the Pacific, ed. Caroline Turner (Pandanus 
Books, Canberra, �005).
4 Op. cit.

Risham Syed, 
Picture for a Dolls House 1, ����, 
�� x �� IN.
Acrylic and Photographic Transfer 
on Paper

David Alesworth, Durriya Kazi, “Arz-e-Mauood, The 
Promised Lands” , Frere Hall Gardens Interactive, 
collaborative Installation ���7, 

(Durrriya Kazi, Iftikhar Dadi, Elizabeth Dadi, David 
Alesworth, in collaboration with Mairaj Nicklewala 
and sons, Shaukat Lala, Bachoo, and Yousuf and 
family. “Heart Mahal” (����-����). Installation inside 
a shipping container. Beaten stainless steel sheets, 
painted MDF panels, �000 light bulbs.
�’H x �’W x �0’L (�40 x �40 x �00 cm)
(Collection of Fukuoka Asian Art Museum).
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The faculty at the IVSAA comprised a number of practising artists, many of whom were not 
trained at the School, such as Meher Afroz, Naiza Khan, Samina Mansuri and David Alesworth. 
The students, to their advantage, were exposed to very diverse practices. Particularly significant 
was the collaboration in Karachi’s two art schools, IVSAA and the Karachi School of Art 
– through David Alesworth, Durriya Kazi and students – as early as in ���4, with local ‘pop’ art 
craftsmen, resulting in an elaborate site-specific installation in Karachi’s Frere Hall. Other site-
specific installations by the same artists were also shown subsequently in the gardens of the 
same public park. All these were viewed with intense enthusiasm both by the public as well 
as the artist community, and were also shown internationally. The breakthrough for Pakistani 
art in the international arena came as a result of two projects between three artist/teachers, 
all of whom were associated with the IVSAA: David Alesworth, Durriya Kazi, Elizabeth Dadi and 
the artist Iftikhar Dadi. They initiated a series of collaborative works with urban ‘folk’ craftsmen, 
truck artists and decorators to first exhibit an installation in Copenhagen, followed by another 
installation for the Fukuoka Triennial, in ����. Both these ventures elicited interest from 
international curators who began to eye contemporary Pakistani art with avid attention.

During this decade there was a steady rise in international exhibitions and biennales 
worldwide. In their wake was born a breed of curators keen to discover art practices and artists 
from places other than the traditionally acknowledged centres of art making in Europe and 
the USA – such as South and East Asia. For example, contemporary Chinese art was introduced 
at the Venice Biennale to wide acclaim during this period. Museums and galleries in the UK, 
Japan and Australia, in particular, took keen interest and created opportunities for the display 
of contemporary art from Pakistan. This phenomenon led to the creation of a small number 
of local curators such as Salima Hashmi who undertook projects to introduce Pakistani art 
internationally. Within the South Asian region itself, there were certain initiatives such as the 
establishment of international residencies, a hitherto unknown possibility. Pooja Sood’s Khoj, 
a pioneering initiative in Modinagar, Delhi, was the most significant as it initiated avenues for 
Pakistani artists to share their work with their counterparts in India. Khoj paved the way for 
several other residencies, including Britto in Dhaka and Vasl in Karachi.

The �0s are a significant decade for Pakistani art: in it, artists not only questioned established 
canons, but entered the ��st century with vigour.

nAAzish AtA-ullAh principal of the national college of Arts (ncA), lahore

Rashid Rana, What is  So Pakistani About This Painting, �000, Oil, acrylic and printed fabric on canvas, ��  X  ���  IN.
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‘I therefore think I’d have been much more useful to humanity if instead of being a writer I’d been a 
terrorist.’  –Gabriel Garcia Marquez 

A decade ago, if one recalls, a dispute raged throughout the world over which date was to be 
regarded as the beginning of the new millennium. Was it the eve of �� December ����, as some 
argued, or the early hours of � January �00�, as put forward by others? The conflict persisted even 
after both dates had passed, until the matter was decided once and for all: on the morning of 
Tuesday, �� September �00�, when the Twin Towers in New York were hit by commercial aeroplanes 
in a terrorist attack allegedly orchestrated by Osama Bin Laden. The new millennium was thus 
launched with this ‘big bang’. 

This iconic beginning has impact on multiple dimensions and areas, not least the very phenomenon 
it is symptomatic of – terror; sign of an age that is also recognized by the escalation of computer 
usage. Analysed retrospectively, it is evident that terror and information technology have spread 
side by side in post �/�� society. Ironically, the two phenomena, IT (information technology) and IT 
(international terror), are not only identical in nomenclature; they also share a number of other traits. 
Islamic terrorist organizations (such as Al-Qaeda), like the internet agencies and cellular companies, 
operate without the constraints of a nation state. The effect of these twin aspects on art – and the 
world is evident in the present millennium.

The first decade of the third millennium, viewed (as it can be) as a continuation of the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, the demise of the Soviet Union and the shift of communist states into social democracies 
across Eastern Europe, is also marked by the disappearance of ideologies. Utopias, of one kind 
or another, have lost their credibility. Their place has been taken by a market economy and 
globalization of commodities, an international corporate system and the exchange of industrial 
products; these have become the most obvious signs of the present age. Globalization, along 
with the other factors/facades (and of which it can be seen as part and parcel of ) – of information 
technology and international terrorism – has emerged as one of the most active forces across 
nations and continents, not confined within state and geographical boundaries. Simultaneously, 
the concerns of artists and strategies of art have changed drastically in these years to reflect these 
transformations. 

Contemporary art of Pakistan, too, has followed the twists and turns taken by the ��st century. It can 
be argued that, earlier, art in Pakistan concerned itself mainly with issues rooted to the nation: the 
creation of a ‘national art’ focusing on regional and religious identity; or the art of resistance during 
military dictatorships; or indigenous expressions; or the revival of traditional forms – such as the 
Mughal miniature. But now the Pakistan’s contemporary art has liberated itself from dated issues, 
expected concerns and the usual baggage. Today, the majority of Pakistani artists are engaged with 
a language that is diverse and, even though closely associated with the region, includes global 
characteristics, acceptance and relevance. 

The tilt towards globalization in contemporary art from Pakistan is connected to a number of 
societal currents that have altered the concepts and perceptions of artists, and wrought changes in 
the production of contemporary art in Pakistan. The increasingly consumerist culture, especially in 
terms of IT products – the introduction of the internet, spread of emails and the popularity of the 
cellular phone – has affected art in a peculiar manner. One of the most important aspects of the 
development in communication through information technologies is its sense of displacement. For 

Art in the Age oF i.t. Quddus mirzA

Farida Batool 
‘Blow it up, blow it down’ 
�004 , Linticular print
�� x �� inches
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instance, one can correspond with a person over email without a clue as to where that person lives, 
as a letter sent through email requires the same time to reach the addressee whether he or she is 
based in Lahore, Laos, Lagos, Lisbon, London, Lima, Los Angeles or the house next door. Likewise, 
while on the mobile phone, the exact location of the person at the other end cannot be found out 
(at least by an ordinary citizen). He may be in his house or office, in the university or in a market, with 
a colleague or a lover. He can be away from his own city or – with the availability of international 
roaming services – in another country, but can still convince you that he is very much home, having 
a drink, reading a book or watching a soap opera. 

This altered fabric of our living patterns, made possible by advances in technology, has been crucial 
in invoking and strengthening a general sense of moving beyond borders, even while one is at a 
particular place. Interestingly, in the present decade, one hardly hears the word ‘roots’ in 

the context of art and culture any more; in the past, this five-letter term was a favourite key to 
decode art pieces, to describe the creative process, to define inspiration and to determine one’s 
focus. ‘Roots’ in the words of Amin Maalouf, ‘burrow into the ground, twist in the mud, and thrive in 
darkness; they hold trees in captivity . . . Trees are forced into resignation; they need their roots. We 
breathe light and covet the heavens. When we sink into the ground, we decompose.’  Corresponding 
to this notion, artists of our era have recognized the restrictions of being fixated in a tradition, the 
limitations of locality and inherent dangers of turning exotic both in their own land and outside. 
Responding to these changes in the society and thoughts, most of the work produced in the last 
decade of Pakistan reflects an international approach towards art and deals with the artists’ position 
in global village. 

Another significant tool, sign and effect of globalization has been television. An invention that has 
been much in use since its introduction in Pakistan, television took on a whole new dimension in 
the late ���0s, with the emergence of a range of TV channels, local and foreign; these helped in 
transforming the culture in an unprecedented way and at an unprecedented speed. Undoubtedly 
television has become one of the most popular, accessible – and hence powerful – mediums of 
communication in today’s Pakistan. Even if a person does not have a house, job, wife, friends or 
enemies, at least he owns a TV set, which now transmits its programmes round the clock and offers 
an array of choices: one can now tune into stations situated in the UK, USA, India, Qatar, France, 
Russia and even Myanmar.

So a man sitting in his own house, rented room, hut or small hotel can watch events unfolding 
– simultaneously – across the continents. In a moment he is connected with the cities and capitals of 
the world, gazing at those with separate tongues, alien habits and strange habitats. This first-hand (or 
second- or third-hand) knowledge of the ‘Other’ has helped in modifying an ordinary citizen’s ideas 
about the outside world as well as his own existence, surroundings and situation. For some (mainly 
the privileged and more aware class) the media enhances the sense of belonging to an international 
culture, whereas for others (usually the less emancipated, who have been trained at religious schools 
and seminaries), it sharpens the contrast between two worlds – or worldviews. 

Customarily, artists relate to the first group of population, who identify with a shared culture, 
frequent fast-food restaurants, listen to pop music, read English newspapers and magazines, and 
engage with the issues that have a broader context, meaning and appreciation. So the work of 

Rashid Rana, Meeting Point,  �00�, Edition of 5, Two Channel Video Installations,  

Huma Mulji, ‘�005, Can You Take Off Your 
Shoes Please’, Mixed media, �0 x �� x �0 IN. 
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several Pakistani artists active in present times, in its form and content, 
reflects the acceptance and acknowledgment of globalization, and seeks 
to be part of it. But along with this encounter with the world, or the West, 
through media and products (and thus ideas), there has been another 
factor crucial in shaping Pakistan’s contemporary art, and bringing it closer 
to mainstream or international art: art education. At the beginning of 
this decade a whole new generation of artists returned to Pakistan after 
studying in England and North America, and has been engaged in the 
teaching of art. Their first-hand exposure to contemporary art, in terms of 
its concerns, techniques and medium, has proven crucial in formulating 
contemporary art in Pakistan. These artists – including Rashid Rana, Risham 
Syed, Nausheen Saeed, Naiza H. Khan, Ayaz Jokhio and several others 
– have been engaged in making and supporting new art through their 
presence, exhibitions and academic involvement in the art schools. 

With the global upsurge in terrorist activities, during this decade, life has 
altered, perhaps irrevocably. The effect of terror on the contemporary 
world can be clearly seen in a country like Pakistan, where bomb blasts 
and explosions (managed by militants of multiple nationalities: Uzbek, 
Chechen, Tajik, Afghan and Arab) at civilian sites are now a matter of 
routine, of daily occurrence. Along with these changes in society in 
Pakistan, its art practices have undergone vast modifications, with Pakistani 
artists facing up to the question of how to position oneself in a world torn 
by terrorism. By and large terrorism has turned into a recurring theme 
in the works of several artists. Images of missiles, rifles, army fatigues, 
religious outfits, jet fighters and civilian planes appear in video installations, 
sculptures, paintings and miniature paintings, with artists like Rashid Rana, 
Risham Syed, Farida Batool, Hamra Abbas, Jamil Baloch, Ayaz Jhokio and 
Imran Ahmad Khan dealing with this subject by criticising the orthodoc 
currents of society, spread of fundamentalism and merely the impulse of 
annihilating enemies, yet in their multiple – and indirect ways. Along with 
this major concern in contemporary art (and world), some other themes 
in Pakistan’s art relate to the interpretation of craft and popular culture, 
with works executed in materials and techniques that are reminiscent 
of traditional methods of image or object making. Amongst the artists 
exploring these genres, forms and formats are Adeela Suleman, Faiza Butt, 
Roohi Ahmed, Ehsan ul Haq, Muhammad Ali Talpur and Huma Mulji. 

Besides the varied interpretations of these subjects, the formal dimensions 
of contemporary art in Pakistan have changed tremendously during the 
present decade. Conscious of the vocabulary of our times, a number of 
artists are now creating works in a variety of mediums, including digital 
prints, installation and video installation. Some critics, artists and viewers 
still consider these techniques of work alien to its environment, but such 
forms of expression, especially video and digital printing, have been in 
use in Pakistani everyday life long before they entered the art world. The 
computer is now an indispensable part of an ordinary person’s life. Thus for 
a large proportion of the population who use the computer, digital printing 
is not a strange process: for them, printing piece of a text or a picture on 
their computer printer is as simple and familiar as scribbling with pencils or 
applying coloured markers. Artists who prefer digital prints for their works 
today are therefore in harmony with the culture that has already accepted 
and adopted computer printing and digital photography. Likewise, the 
video installations do not recall Western aesthetics as much as connect 
to the indigenous craze of documenting every important family function 
in video. It is often observed that many of the rituals, poses and actions 
in public gatherings are conceived and performed for the sake of video 
recordings. So, artists employing video as their means of expression are 
negotiating in a language that is widely understood by the public – even in 
a developing country like Pakistan 

�  A. D’Amico and S. Facio, Retratos y Autorretratos 
(Crisis, Buenos Aires, ��7�)

�  Amin Maalouf, Origins (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
New York, �00�).

�  Carlos Fuentes, Myself with Others (Picador, 
London, ����).

Zahid Hussain, Untitled, �00�, Oil On Canvas, �4 x �� IN.
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The present decade is marked by the rise of contemporary art, in its aesthetic worth and monetary 
value, to an unprecedented level. Exhibitions of contemporary art from Pakistan are being held in 
different venues in the world, and within the country as well. Yet there is still some resistance to its 
recognition among the local art circle, including artists, critics, academics, galleries and collectors. 
One of the main contentions is the absence of a national characteristic in contemporary art, and 
this is used as an excuse to label it as alien – something produced under foreign influence and 
intervention. This is akin to the objections once raised to the entry of foreign food chains into 
the country, before opponents bowed to the inevitable, conceding that, no matter if one loves 
or detests McDonald’s burgers, it has now become part of our culture. The flexibility of our times 
ensures that contemporary art in Pakistan is confined neither to local ingredients nor to national 
traits. On the contrary, it often aims to critique the notion of nationhood or the concept of identity. 
Artists like Mahbub Shah, Ayaz Jokhio and Arif Hussain are exploring the established views of 
national unity and the genre of ‘Pakistani Art’ (a question first probed by Rashid Rana in his painting 
What is so Pakistani about this Art). Today, the contemporary art of Pakistan can be safely (and 
‘unsafely’) described as trans-traditional, trans-territorial – and perhaps trans-terror? In fact, it has 
reached a level that makes it akin to Carlos Fuentes’ pronouncement on Mexican literature : “Mexican 
literature is important because it is literature, not because it is Mexican”

Bani Abidi, The Address  and view of the work installed at the an Electronic shop in Lahore

Rashid Rana, Sites II, �00�, C Print + 
DIASEC, Edition of 5, �� x ��.5 IN.
(Full view above, detail to the right)

Quddus mirzA Associate professor of Fine Arts at the national college of Arts, lahore
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titled (selF-portrAit) 2005, GeSSo, GrAPhite & PAPer-coLLAGe oN BoArD / Photo-coLLAGe, 81.5 x 110 iN./4.5 x 6 iN.
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titled (lAndscApe) 2005, GeSSo, GrAPhite & PAPer-coLLAGe oN BoArD / oiL oN cANVAS, 81.5 x 110 iN./9.5 x 7 iN.

titled (selF-portrAit) 2005, GeSSo, GrAPhite & PAPer-coLLAGe oN BoArD / Photo-coLLAGe, 81.5 x 110 iN./4.5 x 6 iN.
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titled (mother & child) 2005, GeSSo, GrAPhite & PAPer coLLAGe oN BoArD / oiL oN cANVAS, 81.5 x 110 iN./9.5 x 7 iN.

Ayaz Jokhio’s works are meditations on the passivity towards the superabundance of imagery that 
surrounds us and promises us constant flows of information and gratification. He chooses to draw 
or paint images from the public domain, such as news photographs or encyclopedic pictures. His 
fundamental insight is that these images belong to genres, like the great art historical images of 
the past; not merely because of the strictures of conventional representation, but because generic 
identification is the only way in which images can compensate for the speed with which they 
are consumed. It is enough to recognize the picture of a starving child as belonging to a certain 
set of images - and the viewers reflexive imagination can fill in the rest. In a strange way this 
half-viewing that is characteristic of the information age, also allows the spectator to produce an 
automatic emotional response that belongs to a similar set of emotions attached inextricably to the 
appropriate image. Jokhio slows down the flow of the image across our conscious minds by drawing 
it, with a technique that is not dissimilar to that of naïve street portraitists, and by indicating the 
impact of the physicality of an image, the specificity of its object-hood. Each large image is mocked 
up from a smaller one. Is our emotional response correspondingly larger? Does it cross the threshold 
to artistic grandeur? Is the artistic sublime today simply an emergent property of scale in the context 
of the museum or gallery experience- in other words, sublimation? –Adnan Madani
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In his No One Will Understand Me, Ayaz Jokhio not 
only utilizes the word as image, but also indicates 
the possibilities and limitations of language, 
opting for a subversive course. The surface of 
the ‘painting’ reveals the back of a photograph, 
stamped with a company’s branding and 
containing lines of text that suggest the inability 
of comprehending. Thus one is bound to try and 
decipher the imagery at the back of the surface, 
and to attempt to understand it too. Almost 
impossible feats. To lead into this perpetual ‘trap’ 
Jokhio introduces two twists. With the front of the 
painting resembling the back of a photograph, 
and his visual consisting purely of words 
that signify emotive substance; so words are 
substituted for the pictorial world, and what we 
read as the back of a picture is, in reality, the front 
of an artwork. Through these conceptual devices 
and play with text and image, the work of Jokhio 
ceases to be only about narrative substance; 
rather, it questions the relationship of word with 
the visual, and the place of these two in our life 
and culture. The viewer is constantly exposed to 
this situation, in which uncertainties overcome 
the ‘truths’ of art – and of life.  –Quddus Mirza

no one Will understAnd me 2005, AcryLic oN cANVAS, 31.5 x 47 iN. AyAz jokhio   
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god exists 2000, chArcoAL AND GrAPhite oN wooD, 48.5 x 32.5 iN.  mAhbub shAh

In Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, a sign is put up in Macondo, saying ‘God exists’, and 
one of the main protagonists, José Arcadio Buendía also tries to prove that God exists. However a 
statement of this sort, in its essence, negates its message; because one only proclaims a ‘truth’ if it is 
in the shadow of doubt. No one feels the need to announce that night, day or human beings exist; 
these are considered proven truths. 

Mahbub Shah attempts to question the doctrine of God’s existence through a simple technique. 
Dots of similar scale move across a surface and suggest the text (which is the title as well as the 
substance of the work). The nature of text alludes to the way we tend to capture and conceive every 
entity, converting it later into words. Hence the literalness of our existence is perhaps an indication 
of God’s existence too, since we have constructed the idea and persona of God through our words, 
as – according to Islamic accounts and other religious myths – God created universe with His Word: 
To Be. This interaction and juxtaposition is suggested in Shah’s work, in which words are substituted 
for images and vice versa. Yet, due to the formal aspect of the work, one is unable to confirm 
whether what is presented on the surface is a visual image or a piece of language – a doubt that 
leads to the main concern of the work: God exists?  –Quddus Mirza



�7

In his The Words Do Not Exist, Sajjad Ahmed reflects upon the devaluation of ideas, language and 
images in our times. In a world contaminated with words – by being fed on the media, whether 
television or newspapers – the importance or meaning of verbal (or visual, for that matter) is 
diminishing slowly. Excessive access to information (and according to Umberto Eco, excessive 
information is an absence of information!), both in the form of word and pictures, has eclipsed 
the power of these entities. One can witness it in our growing indifference to the gory sights or 
commentary on the bomb blasts, which are transmitted regularly in the media. A phenomenon 
ironically indicted in Ahmed’s digital print. Here, words almost fade into a grey tone, a kind of 
haze that can be interpreted as an analogy for the noise generated through the media in our age. 
Uncertainty in the relation between word and visual is not just a formal device; it investigates 
conditioning of all sorts – political, religious and societal. One mediates and moves between the 
permanence and disappearance of words – or stumbles in their echoes. The paradox of its form 
alludes to and steers us on to the contradictions of life. –Quddus Mirza

the Words do not exist 2007, DiGitAL c-tyPe PriNt, 80 x 120 iN., eDitioN 4 oF 5 sAjjAd Ahmed
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it shoWs things the other WAy round  2001, chArcoAL oN BoArD  23.5 x 17.5 iN. 

Mahbub Shah’s reversal of words in an artistic 
mirror, the board on which he has drawn 
with charcoal, continues a long tradition of 
engagements with the ‘knowingness’ of the 
contemporary spectator, who sees things (ideally) 
from the artist’s point of view. This thread in art 
history, which Shah engages with repeatedly, 
stems from the philosophical revolutions of the 
��th and early �0th centuries, which consistently 
attempted to disclose the unconscious aspects 
of art as well as the human mind, morality or the 
economy. Today, art seems to have no secrets left 
to conceal: we all know that art is an illusion, even 
when it attempts to disclose itself entirely – that 
is, even if we are told that the artistic image is ‘like’ 
a mirror that distorts reality, we are no closer to 
the ‘Real’ of art than if we had simply seen a mirror 
image and believed it to be true, or if the words 
had been written the right way round. If this 
anxiety about art (or anxiety of art) is a symptom 
of a deeper crisis, one that asks fundamental 
questions about the function of art in the first 
place, it is curious that it manifests in the mirror 
images of artists as separated in time and space as 
Goya, Jasper Johns and Mahbub Shah.  
–Adnan Madani
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‘historicAl’ mispronounced sounds like ‘hystericAl’ 2001, FoUND imAGeS, 16 x 12 iN. (eAch)

Mahbub Shah juxtaposes different official and 
popular images of the founder of Pakistan, 
Muhammad Ali Jinnah, to demonstrate the 
manner in which the whole (mythical person) 
is more than the sum of his parts. Jinnah’s story, 
of course, has been systematically bowdlerized 
by official historians until his life has become 
barely distinguishable from that of the Prophet 
Muhammad, complete with early intimations of 
greatness, aloofness from his contemporaries, and 
superhuman moral rectitude (interestingly, with 
the embarrassed silence over the offspring from 
his interfaith marriage, he moves even closer to 
that heirless figure who looms across history and 
continents as the template for humanity).

These pictures could be images of Quaid-e-Azam 
impersonators, to the extent that they resemble 
each other. In fact, their job is not to represent the 
man at all, but simply to act as a sign for a figure 
that we all presume to have lived and died and 
appeared in a certain way – and these images 
vary as much as eleven different handwritings 
might, when writing ‘Jinnah’. Curiously, all the 
images flesh out the gaunt, tubercular leader’s 
cheeks and shoulders to some extent, concealing 
the weakness that he himself was so keen to 
hide in the last years of his life. At least in this one 
respect, his wishes are being honoured today.
–Adnan Madani
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the neWs 2006, DoUBLe chANNeL ViDeo, 4 miN. 24 Sec., eDitioN oF 5 bAni Abidi

Bani Abidi’s work is about the manifest 
apparatuses of state, not figured as barriers or 
restrictions on a hypothetical innate freedom, 
but as models or constructs of everyday lived 
reality – in other words, as ideology. She finds this 
ideology, this elision of state and self, in songs 
and clothes and official portraiture, mangoes and 
news broadcasts. 

A speculative guess about the double-screen as 
a formal device might be that it signifies a split 
that goes deep into the consciousness of most 
Pakistanis, a natural discomfort with identification 
that results from a partial acceptance of official 
or conservative histories of Partition (which 
often stress the moment of rupture as being 
extra-historical – not an event at all but a 
logical manifestation of the uniqueness and 
homogeneity of the Muslim self ). A second 
such split might be the one between self and 
state; inasmuch as the Pakistani state was not 
founded on the basis of a ‘preexistent’ nation, it 
has been difficult for citizens to reconcile their 
various self-images: most notably as subjects of 
the state and as subjects of God and/or religious 
destiny. Abidi’s work is striking, therefore, not 
for its demonstration of some mythical original 
identity that has been distorted by state and 
language, but for how she enacts the ways in 
which the original state of identity or difference, 
the pre-Partition era, becomes – at least partially 
– a ‘retconned’ product of the specific languages 
and codes that we call society. –Adnan Madani
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nucleAr threAt 2004, GoUAche AND iNk oN PAPer, 8.5 x 6 iN.  sAirA WAsim

Saira Wasim’s Nuclear Threat comments on the 
tit-for-tat testing of nuclear devices by Pakistan 
and India. The successful nuclear testing in 
the mountains of Balochistan, in response to 
the Indian explosion in ����, gave a sense of 
empowerment to the Pakistani public. Wasim 
underlines the gravity of this situation through 
the satirical use of visual references mostly derived 
from art historical and popular culture sources. 
The Indian national symbol of the three-headed 
lion, centralized in the composition, smirks at 
the positions that the two countries have taken 
up with each other. The two bawling figures in 
diapers, metaphors for the inherent immaturity 
of the two nations, are equally balanced on 
either side of the painting, pointing fingers at 
each other. A centaur archer takes aim, pointing 
his arrow/warhead towards a target (the green 
apples on the heads of the figures) that is shown 
on a monitor, which serves as the centaur’s head. 
There is an undercurrent of imminent danger and 
disaster but, ironically, there is nonchalance in 
the air.

The narrative in Wasim’s painting is derived from 
the miniature painting tradition. This piece is 
one of the best examples of the way in which 
contemporary Pakistani miniature painters have 
liberally appropriated imagery from diverse 
sources in their work. Wasim is not merely 
a chronicler of current events; she is more a 
commentator on social and political history 
in its making. Moreover, she brings a personal 
perspective to her painting that echoes the 
opinions of her generation. –Naazish Ata-Ullah
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     kAho nA pyAr hAi 2004, GUDrANG oN wASLi, 2.2 iN. AhsAn jAmAl

Ahsan Jamal’s virtuosity as a contemporary miniature 
painter provides him with the exceptional facility 
to explore his ideas across a broad canvas that 
encapsulates an understanding of history, art, politics 
and literature. He has focused on conveying his 
personal point of view through a skillful rendition of 
keenly observed paintings that are influenced by his 
study of Mughal miniature portraiture. The approach 
is anthropological and allows him to comment 
on society and politics. He often uses figures from 
colonial history and his own interaction with his 
peers as a springboard through which universal 
concerns are personalized. 

The paintings on show depict cameo portraits of a 
man and a woman against cool, neutral backgrounds. 
Although their identities are generic, as viewers, 
we are led to believe that they are depictions of 
youth in a relationship through selective but telling 
clues. They are unusually depicted from the back, a 
departure from the predictable frontal posture. The 
girl’s face is partially visible, yet the neckline, rosette 
in the plait and white, billowing dupatta enhance the 
demureness of her poise. Similarly, the coiffed hair, 
stylish coat and the faintly exposed shirt of the young 
man are suggestive of an assumed air of being ‘cool’. 
They are paradoxically ordinary yet exaggerated. 
Underlining the commonness of everyday life in our 
society, Jamal subtly enhances the figures’ seemingly 
innocuous presence and enables the viewer to form 
multiple interpretations. –Naazish Ata-Ullah
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2004, AcryLic, PAPer AND GoUAche oN BoArD, 12 x 15.5 iN. nusrA lAtiF Qureshi
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At first glance, Nusra Latif ’s painting resembles the page of a traditional, historical manuscript. All the 
ingredients are delicately offered in what can only be described as an ‘arrangement’ of many parts. 
Yet the calmness of the painting’s apple-green surface, linear depictions of figures and foliage, and 
its strangely evocative title create a visual enigma that ostensibly defies a simplistic understanding of 
its context. 

Latif has lived in Australia for several years, and her paintings and prints have largely centred around 
an exploration of multiple personal, social and political histories. Her journey – from her training as a 
miniature painter at the National College of Arts (Lahore) in the mid ���0s to her development as a 
diaspora artist – has been an interesting one. She has strongly rejected the marginalization implied in 
being categorized as a ‘miniature painter’, regarding mussavir, or painter, as a more appropriate term. 

Latif is concerned with understanding the phenomenon of the postcolonial attitude, its effects on 
society, art education and involvement in recording the past. She carries out her own critique by 
demonstrating the lessons of the past through a practice that attains perfection. Her lens is sharp 
and selective, focusing only on the necessary while arriving at the essential. There is a deliberate 
sense of loss and longing in her painting: the lovers point to some unattainable distant location and 
the overgrown fecundity of the red plant contrasts with the overlapping tracery of a spray of flowers 
juxtaposed against a conventional oval form. –Naazish Ata-Ullah
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               untitled 2001, mASkiNG tAPe oN PoSter, 12 x 18 iN. mohAmmAd Ali tAlpur

Our world of dreams is manifested in films. Rather 
than cinema being a reflection of life, real life is 
often moulded, amended and fabricated as if by a 
script. Frequently, in their daily discourse, people 
repeat and replicate dialogues and situations from 
films, and interact with each other as if acting 
in front of a camera. Not only when depicting 
moments of intense emotions but in other 
situations too, films provide solace for our souls 
and senses. People identify with the characters, 
actors and stars. They fall in love with what appears 
on the silver screen, they desire and even lust after 
them – being completely conscious that what 
they see are just pixels of light thrown through a 
projector. On the other hand, a handsome man or 
a beautiful woman from the world of stardom is 
also as unreal as the images on the screen inside a 
cinema hall. Because in the realm of reality, a film 
star is out of reach of the public, and leads a life 
corresponding to his/her persona. 

Talpur has captured that half of our self that falls in 
love with a person who survives on the threshold 
of representation and replacement of reality. A 
sexy heroine of Lahore’s film industry embraces a 
male who is no more than a masked outline of a 
masculine figure: perhaps a vacant space waiting 
to be filled and occupied by the spectators of 
films and viewers of art – if the two are separate 
individuals. –Quddus Mirza
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trespAssing  2004, DiGitAL PriNt, 30 x 40 iN., eDitioN oF 5  humA mulji  

Huma Mulji is an artist of reinventions, constantly exploring new materials and conceptual tangents 
– from photographs of dolls to taxidermy animals. Yet, on reflection, her concern in both these 
instances is with a simulacrum of life, of human life, to be precise. While a water buffalo is forced into 
service as a metaphor for the human condition – where its situation, rather than its appearance, is 
anthropomorphic – the dolls readily function as uncanny doubles for human beings.

First, it is clear that the dolls are meant to occupy the transgressive space of sexual contact in 
Pakistani society, in a way that is not representable with actual people. This substitution is universal 
and seemingly timeless: children everywhere organize dolls’ weddings, and even secretly direct 
their conjugal relationships. Yet there is also a sense of melancholy, with one rendezvous staged in 
the secluded shadow of a rubbish heap, evidence of the overflow of urban life, the unmanageable 
excretions of the city. What is the parallel here? Between flesh and waste matter? Or between sex 
and the ultimate decay of all the other countless modern commodities? Finally, of course, the 
repression of sex in Pakistan is also the creation of a kind of sexuality, a blindness to sex that is also 
the birth of a peculiar desire – in the same paradoxical way that Pakistani children are seemingly 
blind to the fair-haired, white-skinned otherness of the dolls they play with, but create fantasies that 
must inevitably be a collision or synthesis of the reality of their own bodies and the reality of their 
foreign plastic toys.  –Adnan Madani
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do pArAllel lines eVer meet 2005, DiGitAL PriNt, 30 x 40 iN., eDitioN oF 5  humA mulji
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sunset 2008, ViDeo, 20 miN. 42 Sec. ismet khAWAjA

A routine disappearance of the sun below the horizon, atmospheric conditions created by the sunset 
slowly transforming the colours of the sky above a horizon marked by trees and houses, and a couple 
standing actively still, watching the sunset – Ismet Khawaja’s video Sunset probes the idea of a secret 
landscape in human hearts, using a quintessential landscape image: our psychological response 
towards a sight or a picture is arguably best exemplified by such a classic – some would say clichéd 
– vista as a sunset. The video offers a compelling mixture of different art forms or mediums; it startles 
the viewer into wondering whether one is looking at a painting, a photograph or a video. Bordered 
with a decorative frame, the work first gives the impression of a painting; a closer viewing of the 
image suggests a photograph, not only because of the still photographic representation of a picture 
but also because of the unusual vertical (portrait format) position of the video screen. But the ‘still 
activeness’ or slow motion of the video is revealed only when one spends some time looking at it and 
accompanies the two characters in the video who are watching the sunset. 

Khawaja’s video displays a desire to share and relate with the viewer; her work engages the viewer 
in a very direct and intimate way, often inviting audiences to find their own space of contemplation 
and possible connection. –Ayaz Jokhio
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line oF control 2004, LeNticULAr PriNt, 96 x 48 iN., eDitioN oF 7 FAridA bAtool

In some of her artworks, Farida Batool utilizes the technique of lenticular printing, a process that 
creates an image that shifts and changes according to one’s viewpoint. It is a method that is 
befitting of art that attempts to question what we see and how we observe the world. As viewers 
move to look at Line of Control, they will find that the two bodies pressed up against each other 
morph; however, the line that demarcates them remains in place and clearly visible. The term ‘Line 
of Control’ refers to larger political concerns in South Asia. It is the border in Kashmir between the 
Indian-controlled portion of this state and the Pakistani side. This boundary has been disputed since 
Partition and the independence of Pakistan and India. Although it has played an ongoing role in 
South Asian history, the Line of Control seems fluid, shifting according to one’s political allegiances. 

In Batool’s image, the line of control that divides these two bodies is, in fact, created through their 
union as well. This border is only possible because a man and woman are together, their bodies 
strapped side by side in an attempt to undo any separation. Still, the partition endures, despite any 
desires of and efforts made by the two people. This could serve as a metaphor for the contemporary 
sociopolitical reality in South Asia. –Atteqa Ali
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Aisha Khalid utilizes the technique of miniature 
painting to talk about contemporary social and 
political topics; she opens up its form to challenge 
long-held beliefs about Muslim women by 
addressing debates on veiling. This is a potent 
topic that has been discussed in academic 
texts as well as fashion magazines; everyone 
seems to have an opinion about this practice 
associated with Muslim women. Khalid presents 
her viewpoint in paintings in which there is 
little to indicate the presence of a woman. Still, 
the artist makes her women ‘visible’. In Veil, she 
appears behind the slit of this shroud; however, 
it is difficult to make out where the woman ends 
and the world around her begins. In much of 
the image, she blends in with the background 
and is out of view, creating an optical illusion 
– the dizzying design that is laboriously rendered 
fills the entire sheet. This hypnotic feature – the 
compulsively repeated intricate detail – captures 
the eye.

The woman is engulfed in this space. A heavily 
decorated surface is all that is required to 
express the suffocation that a woman can 
experience underneath layers of fabric. Yet this 
can be overturned and manipulated by the one 
suffocating. The person suffering underneath 
a veil or a system of oppression finds a way to 
have a voice. In fact, for many women who wear 
a veil, this material gives them the freedom they 
require. Wearing it, they feel comfortable in public 
spaces, free from unwanted stares and comments. 
They may be hidden, yet they continue to 
have a presence. Through formal devices the 
artist ensures that the woman suggested in her 
painting can take a stand; her presence is felt 
strongly through the use of a bold red as the 
underlying color of her veil. –Atteqa Ali

Veil 2004, oPAqUe wAtercoLoUr oN wASLi, 15 x 10 iN. AishA khAlid



40

unit 2009, terrAcottA FireD BrickS AND cemeNt, 9 x 4.5 x 3 iN. noor Ali chAgAni

The brick forms the foundation of many built structures around the world. Together with a multitude 
of other units, the brick symbolizes a solid and enduring space. Its might and fortitude sustains 
entire buildings and the people that occupy them. Noor Ali Chagani captures these qualities 
represented by a brick to serve as a metaphor for traits that are expected in men in Pakistani society. 
They are assumed to be pillars of strength that should not reveal any weaknesses. As guardians of 
society’s safety, men are required to remain in control and exude power.

Changani aspires to the challenges given to men here: he wants to provide shelter for his loved 
ones. His basic desire is to build a home. However, in his artwork, he has created miniscule bricks, 
each individual unit fitting easily within the palm of one hand. These pieces could hardly be 
considered powerful; a tight squeeze might obliterate them from existence. Yet all these tiny units 
make up a bigger chunk that would go into the formation of an even larger entity, and so on. 

Hailing from Karachi, the brick became a significant element for the artist when he came to Lahore 
where redbrick buildings from the Mughal and British eras are prominent.  –Atteqa Ali
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pArAllel conFlict 2007, SteeL SiLeNcerS, SteeL DrAiN coVerS, SteeL BAthroom PiPeS AND PowDer PAiNt,
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Adeela Suleman utilizes ordinary materials in her artworks; she enjoys taking everyday items and 
repositioning them to produce new meanings. In Parallel Conflict, the artist incorporates silencers, 
drain covers, and shower pipes, effecting a transformation of these items. A drain cover is something 
that would not normally be considered a beautiful thing; its purpose is to catch food and other 
particles from falling down the drain. Suleman alters this utilitarian object and offers it as something 
to be looked at aesthetically. 

However, even as the artist changes the original use of these items, they still maintain some 
connection with their previous meanings. A silencer is something that muffles sounds; Suleman 
plays with this definition to make it significant for a work of art that explores human relationships 
and our inability to communicate with each other. Two silencers are screwed together to form 
one object that hangs next to another pair of these devices. Both have ‘mouths’ at opposite ends 
with shower-pipe ‘tongues’ dangling out; however, any dialogue is muffled. There might be a 
conversation going on, but the two parts of Parallel Conflict do not connect.

The title of the work suggests a ongoing struggle. Two people may be involved in a relationship, 
but they might not relate to each other. They are simultaneously there and not there because of 
communication difficulties.  –Atteqa Ali
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zero point 2008, kiNetic ScULPtUre, rUNS with eLectricity, 
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Ehsan ul Haq seeks to capture, control and create 
energy with the help of ordinary mechanisims. His 
installation of two fans with rotating blades leads 
to multiple ideas and interpretations. It can be 
read as a comment upon a society that is slowly – 
and reluctantly – moving towards modernization 
and modernity. The assemblage of items that can 
be plugged in and operated through electricity 
suggests a society that generates its motor or 
emotive forces from a source derived from the 
West, which has become an essential element of 
our surroundings and survival. On another level, 
the work invokes a link between two people, 
because both fans are constantly switched on, 
and instead of providing fresh and cool air to a 
user, face each other as if in a dialogue. The open 
blades of the two domestic machines hint at 
the danger inherent in this setting – possibly a 
metaphor for domestic arguments and conflicts. 

With its varying layers of implicit meanings, Zero 
Point represents a subtle aesthetics. Haq’s choice 
of working with found objects, with a minimum 
level of artist’s intervention, has resulted in a 
fabrication that is a reminder of familiar settings 
and surroundings. His scheme of arrangement 
conveys his concept convincingly and, at the 
same time, achieves a formal sophistication.
–Quddus Mirza
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“then both oF us Were born AneW” 2007, ViDeo ProjectioN, eGGSheLLS, eGGcUPS, 15 miN. (LooPeD) unum bAbAr

The title of Unum’s work is drawn from a poem by William Cartwright, the �7th century English 
metaphysical poet:
There are two births: the one when light
First strikes the new awakened sense; 
The other when two souls unite, 
And we must count our life from thence, 
When you loved me and I loved you, 
Then both of us were born anew.

Yet other layers of symbolism reside alongside the artist’s intended nod to the transcendence of 
ego through romantic love. Predating this work by some 550 years, Hieronymus Bosch’s The Garden 
of Earthly Delights also conjoined eggshell and human in an equally surreal fashion. At that point 
in medieval European culture, the egg represented alchemy, magic, birth and transformation. Our 
present associations of the egg with newness, fragility, life and development also press upon our 
reading here. Perhaps more significantly, within Jungian psychology the archetype of the egg may 
also represent the captivity and entrapment of the spirit. 

Unum’s piece is almost monochrome and the artist is projected as a concentrically wrapped 
porcelain-like presence within the broken shells. The features of her face provide the only real 
contrast in this uniform world. Her face is like the germ of life within the living egg. 

Unum’s video installations have remained resolutely miniscule – quite the opposite of what the 
video projector has stood for in contemporary art. She has managed to bring an intimacy and 
sensitivity to this generally cooler medium. –David Chalmers Alesworth
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mother And child  2006, GrAPhite oN PAPer, 8 x 9 iN.  jAmil bAloch

Shadowy figures emerge in Jamil Baloch’s work. The artist produces this effect by rubbing graphite 
to form portraits; in this case he shows a mother and child. These portraits lack the details associated 
with this genre: facial features cannot be distinguished and it remains unclear who these ghostly 
figures are. We do not know the details of these two individuals; they could be any mother and 
child. This approach to portraiture is radically different from the manner of painting practised in 
Mughal courts in India (�5��–��57). Creating paintings as historical records, artists in royal ateliers 
appropriated the naturalistic style found in European prints of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Often, the figure depicted in a highly detailed manner was the emperor; he was given 
prominence over and above others.  

Jamil Baloch challenges the importance of the emperor in his contemporary portraits, and literally 
rubs out the details of imperial paintings. In this action, the artist erases the past and the might of 
the ruler. He questions why that individual should have more prestige showered upon him or her. 
The artist offers his portraits as a tribute to the common people who have suffered mightily due to 
violence and strife in contemporary Balochistan in Pakistan.  –Atteqa Ali
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mAryAm  2006, DiGitAL PriNt, 30 x 40 iN. Amber hAmmAd

When the notion of the ‘artist’ emerged in the Renaissance, artistic practices arguably became a 
means for self-expression. Art became a reflection of its maker. As such, most images and objects 
made by artists now could be considered ‘self-portraits’. Amber Hammad makes this presence 
quite literal in her work by inserting herself in the image. She becomes the subject of the work, 
even as her digitally composed prints explore narratives well known around the world. Maryam, 
the Arabic name for Mary, recreates the seated Virgin and Child genre that has been the subject of 
countless paintings, prints and sculptures in the West. In the contemporary artist’s work, the story is 
‘Islamicized’ and made more relevant to women’s roles in society today. 

The veil has become a reified sign associated with Muslim women. The international mass media 
uses it repeatedly, perhaps to implicate women in Islamic regions of the world as oppressed. 
Meanwhile, artists in Muslim countries adopt this easily identifiable sign as well, perhaps to get more 
attention. Hammad appropriates this outfit in order to critique both media representations and 
artists who incorporate the veil in their images. She argues that even as the depictions of Muslim 
women have become one-dimensional, their lives are quite complex. The artist places diapers and a 
book on erotic arts next to the mother and child, indicating the multiple roles a woman has to play. 
There is also a humorous dimension since these blasphemous items are unexpected in a holy scene.   
–Atteqa Ali
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gul-e-lAlAh 2004, oPAqUe wAtercoLor oN wASLi, 15 x 10 iN. AishA khAlid

In her miniature painting Gul-e-Lalah, Aisha Khalid points to the condition of women in 
Pakistan’s patriarchal society by creating a visual metaphor that has multiple meanings, referring 
simultaneously to oppression and subversion, claustrophobia and liberation. The depiction of the 
female body in Pakistani art during Zia-ul-Haq’s dictatorship was an overriding concern for several 
women artists. Khalid’s appropriation of the shrouded form from her predecessors furthers the 
feminist discourse that circumscribes the tension between private and public domains, the personal 
and the general.

The image is intimately executed on wasli. Densely patterned surfaces are either punctured by 
suggestive references to the female body and its menstrual fluids or superimposed by the iconic 
presence of a shroud-like burqa. The semiotics of the veil or burqa, the subject of many artworks in 
Pakistan, is realized through precisely executed, stylized compositions. The rhythmic patterns and 
colours have their antecedents in rilli, a traditional patchwork textile associated with Sindh, where 
Khalid grew up. The enveloping of the burqa by a tulip, or gul-e-lalah, refers both to suffocation in 
a social context as well as to domination due to the colonial experience, another theme that is of 
concern. –Naazish Ata-Ullah
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2007, ViDeo, 2 miN. 30 Sec., eDitioN 1 oF 3 FerWA ibrAhim

Ferwa Ibrahim’s artwork invokes a parallel yet 
ambivalent narrative through a concurrent 
engagement of the sensibilities of sight, sound 
and memory: references to a set of highly familiar 
things such as water, and the acts of swimming 
and drawing, simultaneously emerge in the 
course of the video, albeit in a somewhat dark 
atmosphere. While the lapping of water and 
the sensual notion of a figure in a pool of blue 
pigment suggests both the logic and lyricism 
of swimming, the entire activity in the video is 
engendered with the feverish edge of a struggle 
with something. This tension is the antithesis of 
the lyricism otherwise suggested. However, at 
no point in the narrative is it defined what this 
struggle is specifically against, for the action of the 
swimmer is equally a struggle as it might be play. 

Ibrahim seems to have worked with a minimum 
number of signifiers, and each one is familiar, 
readable and ostensibly suggests a closure to the 
narrative. This apparent dead end seems to be a 
cleverly crafted bait from the artist to the viewer 
to reach some form of closure in reading the 
piece. Yet the organic sensuality and painterliness 
of the surface of the video counteracts this 
completeness and introduces an element of 
playfulness into the experience of the piece. 
Thus, although we never really pinpoint what the 
struggle is, it may lend itself to any tension that 
is encountered when one entity interacts, learns 
and re-learns the limits of what it contends with, 
similar to the struggle of Sisyphus (ref. Albert 
Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus, ��4�). It is perhaps 
this kind of relationship that may be encountered 
in any aspect of experience that Ibrahim is 
metaphorizing through this piece. –Razia Sadik

i didn’t plAn to droWn, the nixes pulled me in



4�

untitled 2005, ViDeo, 1.45 miN. (LooPeD), eDitioN 1 oF 3  FerWA ibrAhim

The notion of chasing one’s shadow has been a well-known cliché for a long time and across 
cultures. While clichés tend to be dismissed along the hierarchical structures of language and 
ideology, they still end up existing in human experience. Ibrahim enacts the stereotypical idiom of 
chasing one’s shadow in her performance, trying to draw her own shadow with a piece of charcoal; 
through this enactment she excavates a multitude of complexities of the play and tension of 
significant philosophies that are inherent in an overused cliché, but which, because of its overuse, 
is generally only seen rather negatively. Perhaps the absurd abandon of Ibrahim’s enactment 
generates the idea that clichés are only realities that become essentialized representations, as they 
are seen only through their dualism of success and failure, and therefore cease to carry any value 
that might be offered by the pursuit of anything in between those two extremes. 

Ibrahim’s incessant but consistently unsuccessful efforts to ‘catch’ her shadows between her lines 
are far from void of substance or gravity. In fact, they seem to engender a range of emotive and 
pragmatic improvisations that the shadow-chaser consistently makes to discover, and rediscover, 
an endless, success-less task. This consistency has metaphorical value that is familiar and present in 
everyday human experience. As Ibrahim frantically chases her shadow, her performance takes on a 
tragicomic irony that is congruent to the very heart of the emotions that we as human beings feel 
in the moments when we face real dilemmas and contentious situations in experiencing life – not 
what we might or might not do to overcome them, just there and then, as we experience them for 
what they are.  –Risham Syed
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In Huria Khan’s piece, an image undergoes a process of transformation, like a moving storyboard that 
has been broken down into frames. First, there is the act of writing a letter, then crushing to discard 
it, then carefully folding it into a boat that will carry this message to an estranged lover and, finally, 
setting it in water that eventually dissolves and disintegrates the words and shifts the meaning of its 
content. The viewer is left to contemplate the futility of deciphering the meaning of words, of the 
inadequacy of language as a means of communication that inevitably breaks down. The boat, albeit 
a paper one, gives us the illusion of a voyage that involves an expanse of time that is possibly endless. 
There is also the sense of unspoken words between the creases of paper, of the need to translate the 
feelings that have been cast away.  

The imagery of water and ink is a parallel to the changing states of emotional and verbal discourse. They 
are mediums that can change and influence the other. In similar ways, the process of communication 
between two individuals can be understood or misunderstood depending on the level of intensity 
they share.

This image sets up an oblique narrative that also critiques the traditional genre of the ‘narrative’ in 
South Asian visual culture.  –Naiza H. Khan

untitled 2005, ViDeo, 20 miN. huriA khAn
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nAu 2003, hAir, 2 x 3 x 11 iN. mAsoomA syed

This work sits between the grotesque and the sublime. One can speculate that this is an imaginary 
object that carries powers to transform and, at the same time, there is a visceral quality that it 
embodies through its material use of human hair. Slightly larger than the palm of a hand, this object 
could be a boat that holds many dreams of voyages, desires and fears. It could also represent a part 
of body hair that is to be discarded.

What is striking is the fragility and vulnerability inherent in the work that seems to be set on an 
ephemeral course. It defies the status of ‘sculpture’ and sits outside the ambit of hierarchies in 
traditional art processes and mediums. We are confronted with an object that carries something 
that is part of our everyday experience: our body. Yet we are unaware of its influence on our soul. 
As Masooma states: ‘My work is regarding the vulnerability of life, which [the] mind can never 
compensate . . . Our physical self is witness to the fullness of the journey from head to toe.’ There is 
also a comment here to hold one’s ground, in the face of inevitable collapse. –Naiza H. Khan
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It is difficult for those familiar with Muhammad Zeeshan’s now diverse oeuvre not to see hints 
of what was yet to come, and traces of what had already passed, in this early work from his 
undergraduate thesis exhibition. The composition, the featured grid, the profiled figures and the 
repetition of motifs reference his first painting experiences as a commercial painter in small-town 
Sindh. The old tooth brushes, used by girls in his hometown to apply organic hair colour to make 
hair jet black, float as if they are on-screen wallpaper. The dark-haired rural girls are contrasted with 
more flamboyant – iconic even – hair colours from the big city.

The tactile handling of painted hair – which was to become a signature motif – shows a sculptural 
sensibility that permeates much of Zeeshan’s work. His breaking of the frame and jidwal in traditional 
miniature is a continuation of the exploration of the picture plane that his teacher Imran Qureshi 
made de rigueur. But above all, this work gives an early glimpse at Zeeshan’s capacity to harness 
the power of contradictions: the combination of formal exploration with popular subject, of lived 
reality with traditional expectation, the juxtaposition of small-town practices with contemporary 
cosmopolitanism. This evidences the intellectual curiosity and malleability that underpin the leaps 
that were yet to come. –Hammad Nasar

good better best 2003, GoUAche oN wASLi, 8 x 10 iN. muhAmmAd zeeshAn
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hAirdo 2006-07, DiGitAL c-PriNt oN DUrAtrANS moUNteD oN LiGht BoxeS, 28 x 36 x 6 iN. (eAch)

Mehr Javed’s prints titled Hairdo evoke a sinister childhood memory. One could turn the heads 
of dolls and face a bizarre creature that had the magical power to do anything, such as the great 
Mother Goddess Kali, the goddess of time and the destroyer of the ego, that is, the delusional self-
centred view of reality. Kali is the destroyer of ‘the attachment’ that produces fear.

The images are also reminiscent of the fairytale ‘Rapunzel’. The most beautiful girl lowers her long 
hair, everyday, from a tall tower for the ogress to come up and then later for the prince to come and 
make love to her! The prints convey this moment of metamorphosis, paradox and formal adjacency, 
borrowing from the fairytale an ability to promote multiple readings of extraordinary occurrences. 

The images suggest the archetypal obsession with hair and power/rituals associated with it. The 
postures are formal, stiff and mannequin-like, with strong studio light. Hairdos play the role of masks 
so that the faceless bodies become objects of desire, almost confectionary-like, draped in fabric 
with a very potent, tactile quality. Minute details, such as the half removed nail varnish, give clues 
to the various classes or social strata to which these figures belong. They are suggestively casual 
yet inviting, covered yet revealing, and have a magical quality to draw the viewer inside the picture 
plane. –Risham Syed
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hAirdo 2006-07, DiGitAL c-PriNt oN DUrAtrANS moUNteD oN LiGht BoxeS, 28 x 36 x 6 iN. (eAch) mehr jAVed
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orgAnzA  2002, ScreeN PriNt, 39 x 27.5 iN. nAizA h khAn

Naiza H. Khan’s art consistently explores the body as a means of investigating ideas of identity. She 
probes taboos, constraints, passions and pleasures, within the parameters of social, psychological 
and political contexts. These overlap and spill out onto the landscape of the body. Khan seeks and 
manipulates materials and images that work as metaphors for the body’s vulnerabilities and desires.

Organza, based on this diaphanous fabric, invokes a feeling of fragility and privacy. The work 
developed out of the act of pleating the fabric by the artist and her mother. Sitting across from one 
another, they took turns at crinkling an organza dupatta, setting up a rhythm between the women of 
two generations. The form of the fabric as it spreads over the surface alludes to intimate, unnamed 
sensations and sublimations.
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hAir 2002, ScreeN PriNt, 39 x 27.5 iN.

Hair originated in an earlier work, titled Hair Falls as Night, which referred to an incident that took 
place in Hyderabad, Sind, in ����. Two women burnt themselves to death in protest over the extra-
judicial killing of nine members of their family by army personnel. All that remained of their charred 
bodies was their hair. The screen print executed several years later was derived from a ‘direct image’ 
of a model’s hair made on a photocopying machine. The act of placing the hair of a female on the 
machine caused great consternation among the shop assistants who were terrified of touching the 
model’s tresses. Hair thus assumed new meanings. Its physicality and vigour is irrepressible as the lines 
assert their presence. The image moves beyond the memory of tragic loss, resurrecting the essence of 
beauty and the endurance of hope. –Salima Hashmi
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mohAmmAd Ali tAlpur

leekA  2006, FeLt tiP oN PAPer, 12 x 18 iN.

Leeka is Sindhi for ‘line’. It is also the generic name 
of a diverse series of works where Talpur creates 
free and, more recently, ruled lines on paper and 
canvas. Evolutions of his ‘bird drawings’, the Leeka 
works no longer need an external actor (the 
bird) to guide his hand. Within the confines of a 
single sheet of paper or canvas – ranging in size 
from A4 to several square metres – Talpur works 
obsessively to fill the space with lines. Thick and 
thin, horizontal and vertical, crossing and parallel, 
solid and fragmented, wavy and straight – Talpur’s 
lines create a plethora of effects: from organic 
formations reminiscent of waves, ripples and sand 
dunes to the mesh of muslin or coarse khadi. 

The Leeka drawings also reveal Talpur’s fascination 
with the aesthetic power of repetition – one he 
has explored through the musical rhythms of the 
tabla. This power of repetition is reinforced by 
his meditative way of working, where he draws 
lines in a single stroke over a single breath. This 
description could apply equally to Japanese or 
Chinese calligraphy. And it is no coincidence that 
Talpur has described this body of work as a kind 
of writing. This articulation of his drawings as 
writings also opens up a reading of the work in 
light of the surrealist practice of ‘automatic writing’ 
– where the writing is not produced through 
conscious thought. –Hammad Nasar
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conVersAtion 2002, DoUBLe chANNeL ViDeo, 120 miN.  AishA khAlid

A conversation is a dialogue or exchange 
between two or more people; however, the two 
individuals in Aisha Khalid’s Conversation piece 
do not seem to be interested in communicating 
with each other. In this two-channel video, two 
hands are busy in opposing activities involving 
needles and thread. On the left, a hand belonging 
to a white-skinned person is engaged in taking 
apart an embroidered rose. The hand repeatedly 
plucks at the thread, methodically removing each 
stitch. The gesture literally and symbolically erases 
the flower through a destructive feat. Meanwhile 
on the right side, a brown-skinned hand (the 
artist’s) works at constructing the same rose. This 
hand diligently pulls a needle and thread through 
the fabric in the act of creation. The contrasting 
actions of the two channels result in a rhythmic 
beat. Yet it also becomes a disturbing sound as 
one hand undoes what the other has completed.  

The artist made this video while studying 
at the Rijksakademie. She was living in the 
Netherlands when the United States began a war 
in Afghanistan in retaliation for the �/�� terrorist 
attacks in American cities. Khalid responded to 
these events by producing this video. In it, her 
pointed commentary tells the story of the East 
that yields a bountiful harvest while the West 
systematically destroys it. These images offer 
a clear message: there is a need for dialogue 
between them (the West) and us (the East) before 
we are both obliterated.    –Atteqa Ali
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needle-Work series, lesson 1 2001, AcryLic, threAD, heNNA StAmP oN cLoth oN BoArD, 19 x 24 iN.

Risham Syed incorporates a variety of materials and images to unearth and uncover the present 
situation in Pakistan and around the globalized world by drawing links with history. Embroidery in 
Syed’s work connects to Pakistan’s colonial past because the British introduced a Victorian lifestyle 
that included activities like embroidery for young ladies. Elite Indians adopted the proper etiquette 
and social rules of Victorian life during the colonial period and this class continued this practice in 
Pakistan after independence.  

In Needle-work Series, Lesson 1, the artist comments on the ‘War on Terrorism’ led by the United 
States in Afghanistan. She paints an operation from this battle in one half of her work. This image 
of a missile launch, lifted from contemporary news media, occupies the bottom portion of the 
diptych. On top, there is a brightly coloured stitched flower whose pattern is based on a design 
from an embroidery catalogue. Every stitch of the embroidered flower’s petals is in place. It is 
evident that its maker is well skilled in the technique. However, the saturated hues look peculiar. 
In fact, the artist provided an image from a pirated catalogue to the person who made the 
embroidery – a professional in the marketplace rather than a lady in a parlour. Less visible on the 
work is a drawing of stems where this flower may have blossomed. Now the ghostly, lone stems 
stand decapitated, their thorns protruding prominently. An image like this contradicts the idea of 
the perfection of the flower and the Victorian lifestyle. As such, the work appears to simply depict 
something attractive on first look; however, more troubling elements become visible. This reflects 
the contradictory nature of Victorian society.  
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lesson 2 (DiPtych), 2002, AcryLic, eGG, temPerA oN BoArD, 19 x 24 iN./27.5 x 35 iN.
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Similar contradictions appear in another work from the series. In Needle-work Series, Lesson 2, Syed 
juxtaposes an image of a contemporary city ravaged by war next to a mixed-media panel that 
includes delicate embroidery and a painted image of a refined lady. The painting of the urban 
landscape in this diptych makes the destruction of the city evident; there are run-down buildings 
and broken cars. Meanwhile, on the mixed-media side, at first glance, there is nothing to suggest any 
problems in this outwardly perfect environment that brings to mind properly mannered Victorian 
society. But, in looking more closely, one will find allusions to pain through depictions of scissors, 
and to impropriety through the presence of nude figures. As suggested above, when looking back 
to the Victorian period, gaps and inconsistencies become evident.  –Atteqa Ali
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step by step 2007, GoUAche oN wASLi, 20.5 x 13.3 iN. AttiyA shAukAt

The physical and psychological consequences of an accident that left her in a wheelchair, provided 
Shaukat the determination, courage and need to pursue her career as an artist with a consummate 
passion. She trained as a miniature painter at the National College of Arts (Lahore) and, apart 
from breaks occasioned by intrusive cycles of treatment, she has worked consistently on her art, 
investing her energy and talent in investigating her condition through autobiographical works of 
exceptional poignancy. Her paintings are invariably enigmatic yet powerfully palpable. Devoid of 
overt sentimentality, they convey, through references to the body and its fluids and to the spine in 
particular, the underlying suffering that she experiences. 

In her work, the contemporary use of miniature painting techniques, in both formal and conceptual 
terms, grants a space that is convincingly engaging for the viewer. The scale of the work enhances 
the need to connect more intimately with the painting. In Step by Step Shaukat consciously creates an 
uneasy dialogue between mechanical and organic forms as surgical forceps, rendered in a numbing 
blue tone, brutally pierce the fragility of a part of the spinal cord that is painted in tones of red. The 
image is centralized and affixed within a surrounding amorphous, psychological environment. 

For Shaukat, painting is a vehicle for conveying emotions. She is influenced by Frida Kahlo’s life and 
oeuvre, finding a similarity of intent through the great artist’s predicament and tragedy. 
–Naazish Ata-ullah
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In Easy Cutting, as in many of his small-scale paintings, Qureshi deconstructs and rearranges the 
materials and compositional elements of the miniature: he eliminates the border and brings the 
contents of the margins – scribbles, squiggles and blotchy smudges of pigments being tested 
–  into the centre. By using found paper from secondhand bookshops as the top layer of his wasli, he 
reverses the hierarchy of the text and image of conventional miniature; rather than image illustrating 
or embellishing text, here the text is a mere artistic trope serving the image. But perhaps Qureshi’s 
most significant contribution is in challenging the historical expectation of what a miniature ‘should’ 
be: a precious, ‘jewel-like’ object carrying historical narratives. 

Qureshi’s work allows for symbolic readings: the scissors are a violent instrument, cutting and shaping 
into predetermined designs; the beautiful spheres of blue foliage (echoing Basohli paintings) reference 
life; the letraset transfers of dots and small circles and the scribbles transferred through carbon paper 
suggest a cartographic exercise; and the rubbing down of the text with sandpaper gives a palimpsest 
effect, signifying a look through layers of history. 

Easy Cutting could be about the post �/�� world order being built on top of colonial fault lines. Or it 
could simply be – as the art historian Virginia Whiles has so memorably suggested in writing more 
generally on his practice – Qureshi playing the Zen archer: where his aim is to have no aim.
–Hammad Nasar

eAsy cutting 2005, mixeD meDiA oN wASLi, 11 x 7 iN. imrAn Qureshi
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 “not being Quite sure till AFterWArds” 2007, ViDeo, 10 miN. (LooPeD) unum bAbAr

This macabre close-up of a pair of surgical scissors 
hovering above a single flower, deciding between 
anthers and stigma, seems to take place within 
the aesthetic horizons of a well-known identity 
politics: the South Asian woman as artist, as 
sexual object, as destroyer of the myth of her own 
biological determination and of her cultural role 
as both producer and unproductive ornament. 
However, the flower, the scissors, the camera 
and the artist off-camera, in their stark simplicity, 
combine to produce something much more 
contradictory and resistant than a mere strident 
attack on cultural expectations, a statement of 
intent, or a rote ‘questioning’ of identity positions. 
There is instead a genuine suspense produced 
in real time, of not being sure which part of the 
flower will be cut. We watch and wait and are 
manipulated. What do we expect the artist to 
choose? How do we produce these expectations 
of the artist, and to what extent are these 
expectations rooted in one’s knowledge of the 
artist’s sex, sexuality or nationality?  

Ultimately the flower is entirely destroyed; 
the specifics of the operation retreat into 
insignificance; the entire form is liberated from 
the chains of signification which trapped it into 
being merely a ready-to-hand object, a flower-for-
humans, a sign or a figure of speech, instead of a 
complex, desiring and mortal being. 
–Adnan Madani
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In considering this series of minimalist 
constructions composed with large sewing 
needles fixed on white board, it is instructive to 
revisit an earlier work in Roohi Ahmed’s oeuvre. 
For Aar Paar (�000) – a public art exchange project 
between artists from India and Pakistan – Ahmed 
produced a work on paper titled Hum (‘us’ in 
Urdu). Its central feature comprises the maps of 
India and Pakistan with bold Urdu letters hey and 
meem inscribed in their centre. At the bottom 
right corner is an equation: hey + meem = hum. 
The piece of collateral knowledge that unlocks 
this work is that hey is the first letter of the word 
‘Hindu’ and meem of Muslim. 

These spare assemblages also address the 
tensions and possibilities of Partition, and 
share similar approaches: the linear forms, the 
juxtapositions and the cartographic references. 
Both sets of works have one-word Urdu titles 
that, in combination with the visual impact of the 
work, convey a potent charge. The titles of these 
more recent works (Nishana, Taiyyar), however, 
work at an additional level: they are terms that 
can be interpreted through a martial lens but 
exist in everyday life. And in juxtaposition with 
each other, the singular works oscillate between a 
fatal intimacy (Pesh Qadmi or Hamla) and the no-
contact standoff of mutually assured destruction 
(Taiyyar, Inteshaar and Nishana) — producing 
a silently eloquent ambiguity that contrasts 
perfectly with the verbose bellicosity of public 
relations between these neighbouring nations.
–Hammad Nasar

inteshAAr (disintegrAtion)           pesh QAdmi (AdVAnce)          tAiyyAr (All set)
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  hAmlA (AttAck)       muQAblA (clAsh)       nishAnA (tArget)
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untitled 2001, AcryLic, AcryLic emULSioN, 48.5 x 66 iN. nAziA mAlik

In this image, the cartoon characters (‘Powerpuff Girls’) – which are interestingly, in terms of style, an 
American borrowing from Japanese anime, which is itself based technologically on American cartoon 
animation – are reproduced undigested and untransformed. There is no forced attempt to convert 
the colour palette ‘significantly’, or to alter the peculiar and highly identifiable morphology of the 
characters, scoring easy points in the process. Instead, there is a respect for the original product and 
its artistic effectiveness, and a reliance on the artist’s trick of displacement or re-contextualization to 
give the image a new point (one which in this context, taunts us with its unavoidability). 

A decade ago, such unapologetic borrowing would have been considered just that- borrowing, 
something to be mildly embarrassed of, or at any rate something to be disguised with a cool ironic 
façade. Today, it would be more embarrassing to attempt to make a case for regional specificity 
or rootedness or connection to an indigenous vocabulary etc. It is a measure of the increasing 
sophistication of contemporary artists as well as their audience, that identity issues are no longer 
being fought in the mire of clichéd ‘regionality’, and that the entirety of today’s urban experience 
(which includes television, the internet and pirated DVDs) is finding representation in art. Whether 
this kind of glossy and confident impenetrability represents the dominant new direction in Pakistani 
art remains to be seen. –Adnan Madani
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AlphAmAle  2004, oiL oN cANVAS, 48 x 60.5 iN. FAhd burki

At first glance, Burki’s beautifully showy oil painting brings to mind the classic ���0s collages and 
paintings of Tom Wesselmann or James Rosenquist. In fact, the second glance continues to reinforce 
this impression. Burki’s exuberant composition, with its masterful juxtapositions of scale and pattern, 
place him firmly in the tradition of those great American painters – and it is a testimony to the 
increased democracy of information today that this cross-cultural appropriation is not weakened by 
unconscious pastiche or imitation. He is able to, with uncommon skill, understand and work through 
a moment in art history that, by conventional measures, has escaped (long ago) into the distant 
past. In fact, the most recent manifestations of Pop Art and Neo-Pop have tended to move towards 
the creation of fetish or kitsch objects rather than representations through painting and collage, as 
the latter are now considered old-fashioned or industrial, pre-digital-era ways of working. Burki’s 
rejection of this trend demonstrates not only the fragile contingency of rigid models of art history 
and its assured progressions, but also explores a method of stylistic appropriation that is actually 
ironic (and not merely sarcastic, or self-undermining), while exploring themes such as masculinity 
and violence with a particularity and attention that is entirely sincere.  –Adnan Madani
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implode i  2007, StAiNLeSS SteeL SUrGicAL hAND tooLS AND ShotGUN cASt iN ALUmiNUm, Size VAriABLe                          imrAn AhmAd khAn

Weapons, common and much discussed these days, play a major role in the work of Imran Ahmad 
Khan. In this installation, parts of a rifle are suspended in front of various surgical instruments. The 
objects are related: both penetrate into human flesh, one to kill, the other to cure and revive; both 
items are handled by human fingers and in most cases draw blood in their course. 

Besides these obvious associations, the work conveys an aspect of lyricism through the overlapping 
of steel tools in varying shapes and sizes. The scheme of putting two not-so-remarkable products 
from our surroundings (AK47 and medical instruments) enriches the formal impact and leads to 
more than one understanding of the piece. The larger-than-life scale of the work and the shifting 
views – through combinations of various components invite the viewer and transform him/her from 
a spectator to a participant (intruder).

Yet another interpretation is possible, to do with communication – between two alien bodies.  
Although Ahmad has picked differing objects, or symbols, from present society, the way of 
placing these suggests a sense of discourse. The juxtaposition of rifle and doctors’ tools signifies an 
interaction between opposite entities: a private labyrinth or a scenario of our situation, in which one 
is constantly exposed to both sides of the same coin – danger.  –Quddus Mirza
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As our minds are captives of violence, so our cities 
are also imprisoned by the fear of terrorist attacks. 
Today, no one knows if death comes from the sky, 
in a market, inside a mosque or just walking on 
the street. In a sense, the threat of a terrorist attack 
is stretched from the man-made environment to 
the elements of nature, and can equally damage 
or destroy both. 

Imran Mudassar deals with this subject, yet his 
position is different from the expected response. 
Here, the artist arranges jet fighter planes and 
the details of an urban locality beneath these, 
into a complementary combination – a pattern 
that takes away from the simple, predictable 
and one-dimensional aspect of his theme. In a 
way, both the elements of annihilation and the 
signs of habitation, which are interlocked, convey 
our love-hate relationship with violence – of 
rejecting it externally and relishing it internally. 
We exist in such a way that in many areas of our 
life, including thoughts and feelings, we survive 
on contradictions: although we declare certain 
positions, deep down in our hearts we also keep 
other options open, often deviating from and 
defying the stated versions. This is a feature that 
echoes through Mudassar’s work, making it an 
uncanny portrait of our inner self. –Quddus Mirza

AerobAtics 2007, PriNt, 22 x 30 iN. imrAn mudAssAr

implode i  2007, StAiNLeSS SteeL SUrGicAL hAND tooLS AND ShotGUN cASt iN ALUmiNUm, Size VAriABLe                          imrAn AhmAd khAn
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An animated group of origami swans thrash 
around crudely, yet ultimately staying in place. 
They seem to attempt to take flight – and if we 
buy into the obvious visual metaphor entirely, 
their failure is the source of some pathos. But 
on the other hand, as sophisticated (or jaded) 
viewers of art, we understand from the beginning 
that these birds are designed to never fly in the 
first place; the roughness of the stop-motion 
animation and the homemade techniques with 
which they are manipulated, along with the 
absence of any discernable narrative, force the 
possibility of surprise out of the picture. At this 
level, the pathos in the work is located not in 
the alleged inability of these paper birds to fly, 
but in the very act of being unable to fully come 
to terms with or exploit the over-determined 
symbolism of the swan: beautiful, monogamous, 
regal, mute, rare and so on. This is by no means a 
send-up, however, of romance or love, or of the 
clichéd imagery of ‘flight’ or ‘freedom’. The choice 
of positions is not as simple as when Kingsley 
Amis asked whether poets should ‘bicycle-pump 
the heart. Or squash it flat?’ (answering his own 
question with his tone). Instead, there is a half-
belief at work in this essay, or sally, a tentative 
attempt to force meaning out of a worn figure 
– that is finally, and wittily, short-circuited by 
the brashness and extreme brevity of the scene. 
–Adnan Madani

mAriAm ibrAAz  
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untitled (bird drAWings) 2007, FeLt PeN oN PAPer, 10.5 x 28.5 iN. mohAmmAd Ali tAlpur

Mohammad Ali Talpur’s ‘bird drawings’ mark 
his return to art making after a two-year hiatus 
brought on by his weariness with what his MFA-
trained, theory-injected practice had become: 
postmodernist, pop-inspired investigations 
and manipulations of the painted, printed and 
collaged image. 

To create the ‘bird drawings’, he would take his 
drawing pad on his rooftop and follow the flight 
paths of birds in black felt tip until the bird(s) 
would escape his line of sight – obscured by a 
building or a cloud. Some of these ‘bird drawings’ 
have a single squiggly line marked on a sheet 
of paper; others follow multiple flight paths. But 
they all record the traces of Talpur surrendering 
his artistic will to that of nature or chance. This 
was his attempt to create an art without content 
or history.

In this gesture of surrender it is difficult not to 
read the influence of Sufi strains of thought that 
infused the Sindhi small town environment where 
Talpur grew up. But in its lightness of touch and 
absence of rhetoric, it is an intuitive gesture rather 
than a studied reference. It represents a visual 
pathway into a state of being, whose simple 
poetry can make that often abused claim of 
being universal – something appreciated equally 
by Chinese cleaners sweeping the art booth 
floor, and Swiss collectors making a connection 
to Euro-American ideas of high minimalism. 
–Hammad Nasar
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Lahore has been at the centre of a kind of revival 
or renewal of a minimalist tradition, particularly in 
the area of drawing. The roots of this kind of work 
can be traced to various international influences, 
or perhaps to the exercises given to students of 
traditional Indian painting, which stress repetition, 
homogeneity and mechanical precision as 
necessary tools – constraints to be learnt, through 
which a field of creative experimentation or play 
opens up. Raju G.C.’s flex-prints seem to draw on 
this aesthetic or style, without making undue 
claims on a particular tradition. The blurring and 
overlapping of lines, obscuring the original image, 
act as violent modifications of familiar faces and 
figures; or as partial screens which emphasise the 
vulnerability of images of Presidents and leaders 
to the vagaries of the processes of representation. 
The violent events surrounding the Nepalese 
monarchy around the time The King was made are 
well-known; it is a remarkably restrained model 
of practice which allows Raju  (who has worked 
in Lahore, but hails from Nepal) to tackle political 
and topical issues in a way that is metaphorical 
rather than polemical, and relies on aesthetic 
strategies and figurative violence to mirror the 
uncertainty of the outside world. –Adnan Madani

the king 2007, DiGitAL PriNt oN cANVAS, 64 x 100 iN., eDitioN oF 5 rAju g.c

(DetAiL)
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silencers 2007, SteeL SiLeNcerS, SteeL DrAiN coVerS, SteeL BAthroom PiPeS AND PowDer PAiNt, Size VAriABLe
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The installation Silencers, from Suleman’s suggestively titled Confinement exhibition (Karachi, �007), 
sees her using steel drain covers, shower tubing and vehicle silencers to create abstract (and some 
not-so-abstract) references to the body, its functions, connections and attributes. While the work 
recalls themes and forms explored by artists such as Eva Hesse and Sheela Gowda, Suleman’s visual 
language – grounded in a gritty, urban everydayness – lends the work added piquancy. Her decision 
not to disguise the domestic origins of these materials makes them more eloquent as they are 
fashioned to perform in new ways. 

Suleman’s aesthetic and engagement with the everyday can be traced back to her time at Karachi’s 
Indus Valley School of Art & Architecture and her experience of working with two artist/teacher 
couples – Durriya Kazi and David Alesworth, and Elizabeth and Iftikhar Dadi. The aesthetic that they 
championed – often in experimental collaborations with metal casters, forge makers and truck 
painters, and using commercially available badly cast plastic and lead toys – has been dubbed 
‘Karachi Pop’, and has been a singular influence on many of Pakistan’s most prominent contemporary 
artists, including Suleman.

While Suleman’s works are couched in humour, they often touch on thorny issues of gender 
relations, echoing classical proto-feminist works from the ��70s such as Martha Rosler’s Semiotics of 
the Kitchen. –Hammad Nasar
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loVe story 2004, ViDeo, 3 miN. AsmA mundrAWAlA

Love Story. The clue, if one is required, is in the title: 
Asma Mundrawala is interested in the clichés of 
love. In a way, this has been the binding theme 
of a diverse career that has always retained the 
freshness of its approach towards the urban 
vernacular (rather than ‘popular culture’ or ‘mass 
culture’). Amongst the Pakistani artists who have 
worked consistently with the visual languages of 
the world outside ’high‘ art, she is marked by her 
involved engagement as a participant equally 
shaped by these languages, rather than as a 
distant and merely critical observer.

Surely it is from her other career in theatre and 
theatrical design, that she borrows the prop-like 
sensibility of this video of a garland hanging 
despondently against a crumpled black backdrop. 
And it is with a theatrical sense of timing and 
economy that she executes the simple one-two 
move, the speeded-up movement of the garland 
from fresh to decayed, producing a meditation 
not just on the mortality of love but on its 
banality. With this diagrammatic or illustrative 
approach, the inevitability of the process of decay 
is brought home with the force of the cliché, 
when a cliché itself decays into its constituent 
images and words.  –Adnan Madani
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nAizA h khAnbelt 2007, metAL AND FABric ziP, 11 x 13.5 x 11 iN.

At first glance, Naiza H. Khan’s sculpture Belt is 
clearly reminiscent of a chastity belt (or it could 
have been a men’s sports garment or women’s 
flirtatious undergarment if it was made of a softer 
material). It could be an instrument of torture or 
promise of fidelity. It is oppressive, confining and 
liberating at the same time, and at this point can 
be compared to any garment such as the burqa 
that would serve a similar purpose. In the context 
of the South Asian woman’s survival in these 
trying times, it plays on the derisive connotation 
of the medieval chastity belt.

Interestingly enough, Khan’s belt has a zipper 
that grants it the potential of opening up 
when needed. This suggestive potential also 
lends the piece a touch of irony and humour. 
There appears to be a dialogue between the 
‘absent body’ and the belt, involving the history 
of female domestication and oppression. The 
zipper takes on the role of ‘stitches’ that are 
ripped apart, forcing the belly to protrude. It is 
almost like a slashed impregnated belly that is 
holding on to the unborn child, evocative of the 
Mother Goddess as the creator or the bountiful 
embodiment of the earth.

The piece Armour Suit for Rani of Jhansi, as the 
title suggests, is an armour with a skirt, made by 
using varied materials such as metal, feathers and 
velvet, amalgamating fact with fiction. It is a play 
on the garment like the skirt and the multifaceted 
personality of the Rani. –Risham Syed
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Armour suit For rAni oF jhAnsi 2008, GALVANiSeD SteeL, FeAtherS AND LeAther 
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2002, USeD & SoiLeD LANGhotiS, BArBer’S rAzor & teN PhotoGrAPhS, Size VAriABLe  AnWAr sAeed
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n The wrestlers’ pit, dust, soil, hair (from the razor), sweat, oil, sperm, urine . . . these are the associations 
evoked by Anwar Saeed’s installation. What immediately strikes one on viewing the work is its direct 
relation to the physicality of the male body and its sexuality. These langotis, or loincloths (if the word is 
translated directly), literally refer to the suppression of the male sex. They have been worn by wrestlers, 
where the oil massaged into the body mixes with bodily excretions and, over time, give the garment 
a leather-like quality. They are stained with physical combat, and once taken off, the garment holds 
the body’s imprint as a cast. In this way, it becomes an icon of the male body, containing the residue 
of smell, feel, form and sight of maleness.

The construction of this work on the wall also invites the viewer to imagine the act of wearing and 
untying this garment, so that we are brought closer to the experience of these objects, not only as 
artworks but as part of real life. 

This piece is a negation of the importance we place on cleanliness, which is such an integral part of 
our cultural/religious mindset. –Naiza H. Khan
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duchAmp 4 2003, GoUAche, Photo trANSFer AND GoLD LeAF oN wASLi, 10.5 x 13 iN.
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Fountain, Marcel Duchamp’s work created with a found object, has generated a number of art pieces 
since it was recognized as one of the most important works of art of the �0th century (after being 
initially rejected for the Armory Show in the USA!). The work is a critique of the idea of art making, its 
acceptance and monetary value, and of the role of the artist in the capacity of a maker or a thinker. 

Zuberi’s deliberate decision to repeat Duchamp’s Fountain in her miniature painting establishes 
a chain of associations, connecting to the original concept, and unfolding pertinent questions 
about the worth of art as well as its place in the market. These thoughts are represented in her 
work by the rendering of Duchamp’s urinal in gold, which can be seen as a comment upon the 
current art market and strategies to sustain it by being innovative and exotic. The inclusion of the 
‘fountain’, painted identically six times in gold leaf, also alludes to the state and status of miniature 
painting in present times. The image of a mundane object derived from art history is a comment 
on the practice of miniature painting as a precious pursuit, besides being a question on the idea 
of originality, connected (or contradictory) to this genre, which initially flourished in the capacity 
of craft and is now extended/understood as art. Perhaps a phenomenon not much different from 
converting a porcelain urinal into a work of art. –Quddus Mirza
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lAminAr turbulence  2007, 19 iN. tFt moNitor, ALUmiNUm FrAme, 10 miN.
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Synthesized from simple, unassuming visuals, 
Babar’s two related pieces Laminar Turbulence and 
“Wherein All Plunged and Perished” play tricks on a 
wide range of the viewer’s sensibilities. Foremost 
amongst these strategies are the similitude and 
use of everyday objects, such as a bathroom 
mirror and a sink, as installation props for her 
video imagery. This and the subtlety of the picture 
in colour, scale, process and narrative, seem 
to suggest a convergence of playfulness and 
humour with a meticulous and careful control of 
visual and aural cues that draw the viewer slowly 
into the two pieces. In Laminar Turbulence, where 
an oxymoronic title suggests inversion, there is 
an actual inversion of perception, whereby the 
extreme stillness of the surface of the video, 
rendered almost two-dimensional, is juxtaposed 
with the monumentality of a water droplet falling 
into the still water. Babar captures this heaviness 
through the timing, the light and the use of 
simple, amplified, yet familiar sound, which causes 
a shattering shift in the viewer’s perception. 
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“Wherein All plunged And perished” 2007, BAthroom SiNk, 3.5 iN. LcD ScreeN, 15 miN. (LooPeD)

Babar’s work displays a carefully measured 
precision that seems to be premised by an acute 
awareness of the viewer’s concurrent sensory 
and emotional sensibilities at encountering a 
picture. The precision works to draw the viewers 
in while at the same time keeping them at a 
distance. Both pieces provide access but within 
limits; neither the fake mirror nor the sink are 
the everyday objects they suggest at the outset. 
The use of real-time video – which is essentially 
a test of the senses and patience of the viewer 
– is moderated with a consistency in the intricacy 
and detail of the presentation, thus keeping 
the viewer engaged in the pristine, smooth, 
unmoving calmness of Laminar Turbulence, and 
in the tiny, sparkling image of Babar’s self-portrait 
within a seemingly hermetic space under the sink 
in “Wherein All Plunged and Perished”. This space 
itself is loaded with tension, for it seems at once 
restrictive and comforting.  –Razia Nadik
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WAVe ii 2009, wAter AND LiGht, 3.5 x 22 iN. iQrA tAnVeer

No matter if it is made in concrete, stone or any 
other solid material, a work of art finally and fully 
rests in mind. Because after looking at an art 
piece, what remains is its memory, which each 
viewer possesses and preserves. This includes 
buyers and collectors too, because even if they 
own the work, it is usually kept in storage; so like 
any other person the owner as well as the maker 
of the work of art retains a mental image of the art 
piece. It seems Tanveer investigates that aspect of 
our perception of art in her Wave II. A slice of wave 
cut from the immense sea is contained in a plastic 
box, fixed inside a wall. When this container 
rotates, the water replicates waves, making a 
viewer feel as if he/she is before a sea. 

The sensation of being close to water and the sea 
has a personal significance for Tanveer, for she left 
the port city of Karachi to live in Lahore, but on 
another level it examines one’s association with 
water and the kind of emotions that can be raised 
with the ebb and flow of water. The sensuous 
aspect and connotations of water are visible in 
the installation. The sense of an intimacy with 
water and the excitement of locating it in a gallery 
space add to the unusualness of this work, which 
is paradoxically based on a primal and most 
familiar substance, water. –Quddus Mirza



��

slice 2009, mixeD meDiA (mAteriALS USeD For mAkiNG roADS), 5 x 5 x 5 Ft. AyeshA zulFiQAr

Ayesha Zulfiqar combines an audacious approach to materials with an inventive and sharp vision. 
She spent her early years in the sheltered environment of a rural village, unaware of what she refers 
to as the ‘outside world’. Exposure to the centre of a teeming metropolis and to the demands of the 
art school was especially challenging. She was compelled to reinvent herself, and the course of this 
transformation led to a powerful body of work. She has responded, through this process of self-
realization, with an exploration of physical reality created by environmental and mechanical change. 

Inflated toy planes in plastic trapped in gradually melting hollow slabs of ice; a wax cast of a toy 
plane melting into oblivion under the heat from an overhanging electric bulb; the physical remnants 
of an animal crushed into a freshly asphalted road are some of the objects that she locates in a 
gallery space. Slice refers to the internal section of a road deliberately stacked layer upon layer 
with clay, stones, rubble and wood. The archaeology of the cross-section is imbued with multiple 
meanings realized through sheer physical strength and effort. Confronting the outcome is at once 
disturbing and compelling.  –Naazish Ata-ullah
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liFe is elseWhere 2009, BASic BUiLDiNG coNStrUctioN mAteriAL - eArth, BrickS, wooDeN PLANkS, SAckS FiLLeD

With the looming threat of terrorist acts, including suicide attacks, the urban scenario has been 
modified to a great extent. Not only are guns, barricades and armoured vehicles seen regularly on 
every roadside, but most buildings – important public and private establishments such as offices, 
hospitals, courts, universities and colleges, places that used to be open to the general public – are 
now heavily guarded by armed personnel and protected with sandbags, brick walls and barbed 
wires: devices employed to maintain a safe distance between the potential bomber, the invisible 
enemy, and a neutral, apolitical institution. 

In his installation Life is Elsewhere, Ehsan ul Haq alludes to that changed landscape – of spaces and 
minds – by reconstructing a similar scene in his work; so while walking around the installation, one 
feels the familiar presence of methods/materials to ward off expected but unknown assailants. The 
open structure of the work suggests a ruined urban site. In addition to bricks, mud, wooden pools, 
and sacks, a TV set is constantly switched on – apparently referring to the role of this medium, which 
manipulates and manoeuvres the course of events. In a way the installation illustrates the current 
conditions in a society, but at the same instance reminds us that life can be found elsewhere, and 
transposes it – to the realm of art too.  –Quddus Mirza 
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security bArriers A-l 2008, DiGitAL PriNtS, 11 x 17 iN. (eAch), eDitioN oF 10   bAni Abidi

Presented as an alphabetized series of digital 
drawings, Security Barriers A-L are illustrations of 
barriers employed on various streets in Karachi. 
They range from the quotidian parking-lot barrier 
with an innovative feature allowing pedestrian 
or bicycle rider access, to the blue shipping 
container that has been placed to deter terrorists 
driving towards the American consulate. The 
bottom left corner on each drawing bears text 
detailing their exact location. 

Abidi’s work constructs a mini-archive of the built 
environment that resonates with the work of 
Walid Raad, Akram Zaatari and their generation of 
artists from Beirut, who have sought to activate 
the productive capacity of archiving – of giving 
order to things. Security barriers reinforce an 
order; they exclude and control. These themes 
have been explored further in the artist’s more 
recent vector drawings, Intercommunications 
Devices, which document the intercoms 
controlling access at the gates of upper-class 
Karachi households.  

Together, the two sets of drawings are the starting 
point in Abidi’s archive of control mechanism in 
Karachi. Visually, Security Barriers A–L is perhaps 
more accessible – with her use of colour, selection 
of barrier typologies and the real-life places she 
references. In contrast, Intercommunication Devices 
has the spare, formal features of minimalist 
drawings. While a surface reading of both works 
could transport us to classical Marxist dialectics, 
their visual elegance (dare one say beauty) also 
hints at their capacity for resistance – of barriers 
crossed and messages communicated. 
–Hammad Nasar

liFe is elseWhere 2009, BASic BUiLDiNG coNStrUctioN mAteriAL - eArth, BrickS, wooDeN PLANkS, SAckS FiLLeD
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pleAse do not touch, stAy out And enjoy the shoW 2004, coLLAGe AND GoUAche oN PAPer, Size VAriABLe

Please Do Not Touch, Stay Out and Enjoy the 
Show looks both back and forward in Hamra 
Abbas’ practice: mixing miniature style portraits 
with aesthetically seductive and painstakingly 
constructed installations from paper collage that 
have become a recognizable and recurring trope 
in her practice. Her process for producing them 
is laborious: she prints phrases on paper, cuts 
them up into narrow strips, and ‘weaves’ them 
into objects or surfaces that reference Islamic 
architectural motifs. This process also gives a little 
window into Abbas’s fascination for the craft 
elements of making, which is so integral to her 
practice across different media.

While Please Do Not Touch is not an ephemeral 
piece, the fragility, scale and detailing of the 
three paper collage houses adjacent to (and in 
one instance covering) her self-portraits do force 
the viewer to adopt a more watchful, acutely 
observational stance towards the work. This helps 
create an intimacy of encounter that mirrors that 
of studying miniature paintings in albums that 
could be passed around at court or in gatherings 
of nobility. Please Do Not Touch, with its traffic-
light palate, and plays on enclosure and home, 
is an oblique reference to Abbas’ Sisyphus-like 
attempts to secure an American visa.  
–Hammad Nasar
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home is A cAge too (DiPtych), 2004, mixeD meDiA, 32 x 24 iN. Ali rAzA

Home is a Cage too reverses the conventional concepts that are associated with the idea of home. 
Instead of a comfortable shelter, Ali Raza evokes a prison-like feeling by making the structure of a 
house composed of the kind of bars found in jails. Yet these barriers are extremely colourful in Raza’s 
mixed-media work. It is a dualistic impression offered by the artist – brightly hued and cheerful 
prisons. Perhaps this is related to his two-sided experience of Pakistan as a resident and expatriate. 
Pakistanis outside of their home country sometimes burden themselves with the responsibility of 
revealing the society at home to the international community. They experience the urge to defend 
or explain a place where they no longer live. The connection to ‘home’ remains, even if they are away 
from it. Still, this is a difficult position to occupy, and the link can become a suffocating situation.

The artist is prolific in his output, appearing to jump easily from one medium to the other. Having 
studied printmaking at the National College of Arts, he makes mixed-media work and sculpture 
as well. Many of these suggest his ongoing exploration of what it means to be a Pakistani and an 
immigrant.   –Atteqa Ali
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breAd house (mould) 2006, tiN, 17 x 18 iN. rAbbyA nAsser

Exploring domesticity, Rabbya Nasser shapes tin to form a conventional image of a house with a 
pitched roof and rectangular body. This is the standard home that children from around the world 
draw; however, it is a structure that is found mostly in the United States and Europe. Still, this 
rudimentary shape conveys the idea of home and all of its associations, both good and bad. Home 
is the site of safety and shelter for some, while others might view it in a more sinister fashion. For 
the artist, there is an unrelenting threat of discomfort attached to home that is related to traditional 
gender roles. In particular, she is concerned about the stricture upon women around the world and 
in Pakistan to be ‘happy homemakers’.

During her thesis exhibition, Khan was literally a ‘homemaker’ because the house-shaped tin was 
actually used as a mould to make bread. Each day, the artist baked a loaf and served it to visitors 
along with butter, jam and tea. Her breakfast table came equipped with all of the trappings of home, 
including crockery, cutlery and a tablecloth. However, each time she prepared a ‘bread house’, the 
mould acquired stains from burning and other imperfections that might not be a part of the perfect 
home.  –Atteqa Ali
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conVersAtions At the edge 2009, SoUND (teLePhoNe), 14 miN. 22 Sec. shAlAlAe jAmil

Shalalae Jamil’s work is not about displacement. It is not about a process of identifications and 
misidentifications, or of becoming or unbecoming. It is not about any process or movement at all. It 
is, in fact, about a very specific place, a fixed imaginary location, a place occupied by the figure of the 
cosmopolitan world citizen of third-world origins. Her work exposes us repeatedly to both a parasitic 
nostalgia – aesthetic memories of distant events that happened to other people (in other words, 
history as narrative or tribal myth, history as home) – and to the wary self-consciousness of the 
globalized ��st century traveller, enabled by class, privilege and cultural adaptability to move fluidly 
through an increasingly resistant world. 

If we are sometimes tempted to believe that class is an insufficient concept to contain the shape 
of power in the world today, Jamil’s work reminds us that class structures continue to suffuse 
the relationships of Pakistanis in America, becoming precarious on unfamiliar territory (with the 
possibility of personal reinvention), but for that very reason becoming even more tangible and 
foregrounded. This sharp observation is a recurrent feature in her diaristic recordings of relationships, 
conversations and encounters. Her work, however, also highlights the problematic figure of the artist 
in today’s global art village: someone navigating through layers of class and cultural conflicts, but 
one who must ultimately be at home in the transnational networks that sustain and indeed give 
birth to the profound divisions of contemporary life. –Adnan Madani
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bound 2006, iroN GriLLS, 6 x 5 Ft. (eAch) rAbbyA nAsser

‘Home sweet home’ might be a familiar phrase that conjures up ideas of comfort and joy, but for 
Rabbya Nasser it has the opposite effect. For this reason, the artist reversed the saying and used it 
as the title of her installation that includes Bread House and Bound. In the latter piece, the viewer will 
immediately sense danger and uncertainty because of its pointed edges and rough material. Upon 
closer examination, he or she will notice that the pattern formed through the welding of iron rods 
is a child’s drawing of a house. This simplistic outline of a structure connotes home to many of us; 
however, in Nasser’s sculpture where the ‘home’ is formed out of rusting metal, the structure refers to 
a dysfunctional domestic sphere. All is not sweet in this home. 

Bound suggests the oppressiveness, pain and discomfort of such a place for those who do not fit 
into the conventional mould of traditional gender roles. Its shape as a window grill used in domestic 
architecture in Pakistan reifies the dualistic meanings of home; in this case, the grill is both a 
protective device and a prison. Home holds captive those who are inside, even as it appears to be a 
sanctuary from the outside.   –Atteqa Ali



��

prAying rug oF necker cubes 2009, hAND SPUN wooL & VeGetABLe DyeS, 31.5 x 53 iN., eDitioN 2 oF 10 + 1 AP   A
b

d
u

llA
h

 m
.i. s

y
e
d

 iN
 c

o
LLA

B
o

r
Atio

N
 w

ith
 A

FG
h

A
N

 c
A
r

P
e
tS

 (m
U

h
A
m

m
A
D

 A
k

r
A
m

 A
N

D
 k

A
r

iG
e
r

S
) k

A
r

A
c

h
i, PA

k
iS

tA
N

Abdullah M.I. Syed’s Prayer Rug of Necker Cubes 
appears to be an ordinary item found in many Muslim 
households. Muslims use these mats as a site for 
enacting prayers, symbolically submitting to God in 
the act of prostration. Although seemingly simple 
and everyday, the rug designed by Syed is informed 
by mathematical equations, makes use of computer 
software, and is embedded in a web of historical and 
contemporary political concerns. The artist’s research 
ranged from fractal algorithms to news interviews 
involving the former President of the United 
States, George Bush. Syed also explored media and 
governmental manipulation that linked Muslims and 
terrorism in the prison at Guantanamo Bay.

Overall, the piece examines the culture and concerns 
of Muslims. In its very form – handwoven by carpet 
makers in Karachi – it is an object used for Muslim 
ritual functions. The design on it is directly associated 
with the prominence of geometric patterning in 
Muslim arts. In particular, the Necker cube could 
have served as the basis of these patterns. An optical 
illusion, it is both a line drawing of a hexagon and 
a three-dimensional cube. As one stares at this 
hypnotic design, a trance-like feeling emerges that 
is appropriate for prayer. Indeed, the image that 
serves as a point of focus is the Khana Ka’aba (the 
House of God) that is a large-scale Necker cube. 
The pattern alludes to a beehive as well, suggesting 
Muslim practices of gathering together in a mosque 
or circumambulating around the Khana Ka’aba. On 
the other hand, it also addresses the problematic 
representation of Muslims in the international media 
as terrorists swarming together.  –Atteqa Ali
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order oF the uniVerse orchestrA ii 2008, BrASS horN, SPeAker AND Stereo, 3 Ft. x 10 Ft.
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The intrusion of religious authority in the art world 
is directly portrayed in this work by Mehreen 
Murtaza. It is perhaps her penchant for genres like 
cyberpunk that sharpens her perception of the 
intertwining of seemingly disparate ideological 
regimes such as religion and science, and their 
technologies and chronologies. The phallic horn 
piercing the skin of the gallery wall, transmitting 
apocalyptic sermons, is a vision of the future 
– made up of the odd spare parts of the past.

Of course, the gallery and the mosque are 
not easily separated in Pakistan. Whereas it is 
conventional to assume that museums and 
galleries are non-religious homes of elevated 
experience, a kind of secular counterpart to 
temples and churches, the truth is inevitably 
more complicated in its specificities. In Pakistan, 
for example, religious and spiritual themes in 
art have continued to find earnest expression, 
and not just in the expected genres such as 
calligraphy, but particularly in abstraction (of both 
the expressionist and geometric variety). Even 
the more recent products of the country’s elite 
art academies, with their compulsive fingering 
of social and religious norms, rarely sink more 
than ankle deep in the mire of irreligiousness 
or transgression. It could be argued, in fact, that 
contemporary art in many of its aspects is a 
secular extension of religion, and that together 
they conspire to confirm an essentially religious 
world  view by placing all the work in the direct 
line of sight of God.  –Adnan Madani
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shAn pipe bAnd leArns the stAr spAngled bAnner 2004, ViDeo, 7 miN. 30 Sec. bAni Abidi

The two-channel video Shan Pipe Band Learns the 
Star-Spangled Banner was created in the aftermath 
of �/�� and America’s subsequent invasion of 
Iraq, with the support of the ‘coalition of the 
willing’. For the work, she commissioned a brass 
band (a leftover from the British Raj, complete 
with bagpipes and tartan uniforms) to learn the 
American national anthem in one day. One screen 
records the earnest efforts of band members to 
listen and learn through trial and error; while the 
other shows the small, crowded, incongruous 
Lahore street which houses the band’s studio 
where this rehearsal takes place. 

The work layers ideas of history and tradition 
in Abidi’s ongoing explorations of identity, 
nationhood, political power and the servile nature 
of citizenship in the context of South Asian lived 
experience. That it is now ‘traditional’ to have a 
band in Scottish dress play Indian songs at lower-
middle-class Punjabi weddings is ironic. But the 
obvious gesture towards the changing of the 
postcolonial narrative – from the British Empire 
to the United States – is made more complex 
through a series of micro gestures. The band 
members’ good humour flows against the grain 
of the macro gesture and hints at what Iftikhar 
Dadi has observed: the resilience of people in 
postcolonial societies.    –Hammad Nasar
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Many of Ehsan ul Haq’s works are about conversation; however, this installation refers to a specific 
talk-related activity in our culture. Inspired by the number of loudspeakers blaring religious sermons 
in our surroundings, Conversations renders urban situations in our times. The threat to nature 
in an increasingly industrialized society and the disappearance of peace in a growing orthodox 
environment are a few concerns that can be seen in the work. Haq seems to be exploring large 
issues pertaining to society, with a range of simple, ordinary and readily available products. The 
blend of these otherwise familiar objects turns his work into a unique visual entity, which violates 
certain form of expected aesthetics. Putting a small fan in a cage or installing a flowerpot on a high 
stool that is constantly exposed to the sound emanating from the loudspeaker, are uncommon 
formal solutions; the unexpected nature and dimensions of the work raise issues on the existence 
and extinction of our species – questions that are constantly being asked in a society affected by 
religious zeal and a fundamentalist perspective of worldly affairs. This content may not have been 
intended by the artist, but seems obvious in his mixing of diverse items, and of ideas. –Quddus Mirza
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possession 2009, terrAcottA FireD BrickS AND cemeNt, 11 x 13.5 iN., noor Ali chAgAni

In Possession, Chagani uses the act of framing to make hundreds of tiny red bricks, and the desire 
for a newly built home of one’s own they represent, an object to be desired and possessed (like a 
painting). The subtle variations in colour of the bricks, and the straight lines they are arranged in, 
also echo the language of Euro-American minimalism and Op Art, and create different viewing 
experiences when the work is looked at from different distances.

On first encountering Noor Ali Chagani’s work – where he uses tiny bricks to make installations 
that reference the half-completed structures of urban Pakistan – it comes across as the physical 
embodiment of miniature practice hitting a brick wall. Shunning the tea-stained wasli his alma 
mater (the miniature department of the NCA) is renowned for, he seems (for now at least) to have 
adopted terracotta bricks as its replacement.

One can read the choice of bricks and the form of Possession as a continuation of the ‘death of 
miniature’ rhetoric he would be familiar with in Lahore, or indeed of the wider ‘death of painting’ 
argument that does the rounds periodically in the international art world. But Chagani’s practice as a 
whole, and Possession in particular, is not a rejection but a continuation in a different form. It reflects 
a rigour of application and requires an intimacy of encounter that has successfully taken miniature 
‘beyond the page’.  –Hammad Nasar
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International Media Art Biennale, Media City, Seoul; 2008, By 
All Means, Scope Basel, Basel, Switzerland; 2007, GeoPoetics, 
Centro Jose Guerrero, Granada, Spain; 2007, The Communism of 
Forms, Gallery Vermelhi, Sao Paulo, Brazil; 2007, Destination Asia: 
Non-Strict Correspondence, Soros Center for Contemporary Art, 
Kazakhstan; 2006, Singapore Biennale, Singapore; 2006, Artists 
Cinema, Frieze Art Fair, London, UK; 2006, Sub-Contingent: The 
South Asian Sub-Continent in Contemporary Art, Fondazione 
Sandretto Re Rebaudengo, Turin, Italy; 2005, Fukuoka Asian Art 
Triennale, Fukuoka, Japan; 2005, Something Purple: Digital Art 
from Pakistan, Artists Commune, Hong Kong; 2005, Bollywood 
Chaat, SAVAC, Toronto, Canada; 2005, Beyond Borders: Art from 
Pakistan, National Gallery of Modern Art, Mumbai, India; 2004, A 
Place Called Home, National South African Gallery, Durban, Cape 
Town, Johannesburg, South Africa

ehsAn ul hAQ
Born 1983, Lahore, Pakistan; lives and works in Lahore, Pakistan

EDUCATION: 2009, Post Graduate Diploma (Art Education), 
School of Visual Arts, Beaconhouse National University, Lahore, 
Pakistan; 2008, Bachelor of Fine Arts, School of Visual Arts, 
Beaconhouse National University, Lahore, Pakistan

SOLO EXHIBITION: 2009, Life is Elsewhere, Rohtas 2, Lahore, 
Pakistan

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Playground, Alhamra Art Gallery, 
Lahore, Pakistan; 2009, Through Other Eyes, Herbert, Jordan 
Hall, Coventry, UK; 2008, Lahore Residency, Alhamra Art Gallery, 
Lahore, Pakistan; 2008, Media as Medium, University of the Arts, 
Berlin, Germany; 2007, 13 Satellites, Goethe Institute, Lahore, 
Pakistan; 2007, Mistake in the Sky, Public Art Project, Sherpao 
Bridge, Lahore, Pakistan; 2008, Young Artists Exhibition, Alhamra 
Art Gallery, Lahore, Pakistan

FAhd burki
Born 1981, Lahore, Pakistan; lives and works in London, UK

EDUCATION: 2010, Post Graduate Diploma (Fine Arts), Royal 
Academy of Arts, London, UK; 2003, Bachelor of Fine Arts, 
National College of Arts, Lahore, Pakistan

SOLO EXHIBITIONS: 2009, New Works, Grey Noise, Lahore, 
Pakistan; 2007, The Cult of Man, Alhamra Council for Arts, Lahore, 
Pakistan

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Royal Academy Schools Premium’s, 
Sackler Gallery, Royal Academy of Arts, London, UK; 2008, Let’s 
Talk, Jam Jar Gallery, Dubai, UAE; 2008, Royal Academy School, 
Dover Arts Club, London, UK; 2008, Grey Noise Opening Show, 
Alhamra Council for Arts, Lahore, Pakistan; 2005, Voices, Group 
Show of Emerging Artists, World Bank building, Islamabad; 2004, 
Side B, Nairang Gallery, Lahore, Pakistan; 2003, B.A. Degree Show, 
National College of Arts, Lahore, Pakistan
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FAridA bAtool
Born 1970, Lahore, Pakistan; lives and works in Lahore, Pakistan
 

EDUCATION: 2003, Master of Arts, Art History and Theory 
(Research), College of Fine Arts, University of New South Wales, 
Australia; 1995, Short course in Hand Papermaking, New School 
of Social Research, New York, USA; 1993, Bachelor of Fine Arts, 
National College of Arts, Lahore, Pakistan

SOLO EXHIBITION: 2009, Love in the Time of Cholera, Canvas Art 
Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan; 2009, Maa Tujhe Salaam, Aicon Gallery, 
New York, USA; 2006, The Blink, Rohtas 2, Lahore, Pakistan 
 

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Forces, Portimao Museum, Algrave, 
Portugal; 2008, Tradition,Technique,Technology II, Contemporary 
artists from Pakistan, Aicon Gallery, Palo Alto, California, USA; 
2006, No Man’s Land, a web based international exhibition, 
concerning the political divides and conflict present in everyday 
life; 2005, Circanvalcao, a communitarian art project in Portugal; 
2005, Beyond Borders: Art from Pakistan, National Gallery of 
Modern Art, Mumbai, India; 2004, Skin, Rohtas 2, Lahore, 
Pakistan; 2004, Interstation: Artists Beyond Boundaries, Kudos 
Gallery, Sydney, Australia; 2003, Cairo Biennale, Egypt; 1995, 
Womenscape II, Alhamra art gallery, Lahore, Pakistan

FerWA ibrAhim
Born 1985, Lahore, Pakistan; lives and works in Lahore, Pakistan 

EDUCATION: Candidate, Master of Arts (Kinetic Imaging), 
School of Arts, Virginia Commonwealth University, USA; 2008, 
Post Graduate Diploma (Art Education), School of Visual Arts, 
Beaconhouse National University, Lahore, Pakistan; 2007, 
Bachelor of Fine Arts, School of Visual Arts, Beaconhouse 
National University, Lahore, Pakistan

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Video Screening, FAB Gallery, 
Richmond, USA; 2009, Britto New Media Festival, Dhaka, 
Bangladesh; 2009, Video Lounge, India Art Summit, New Delhi, 
India; 2009, Self as Other, Alhamra Art Gallery, Lahore, Pakistan; 
2009, Taaza Tareen 4, IVS Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan; 2009, A Show 
of Drawings, curated by Nayab Shami, Lahore, Pakistan; 2008, 
Processing, Alhamra Art Gallery, Lahore, Pakistan; 2008, Women 
Artists, Kashmir University, Srinagar, India; 2008, 60 x 60 Secs, 
organized by Motiroti, London, UK; 2008, MONITOR 4, organized 
by SAVAC, Toronto, Canada; 2007, Shanakht: the Identity Project, 
Short-film festival, Karachi, Lahore; 2007, Exhibit, Alhamra Art 
Gallery, Lahore, Pakistan

hAmrA AbbAs
Born 1976, Kuwait; lives and works in Islamabad, Pakistan and 
Boston, Massachusetts, USA

EDUCATION: 2004, Meisterschueler, Universitaet der Kuenste, 
Berlin, Germany; 2002, Master of Arts, National College of Arts, 
Lahore, Pakistan; 1999, Bachelor of Fine Arts, National College of 
Arts, Lahore, Pakistan

SOLO EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Video Art by Hamra Abbas, Babusch 
Project Space, Berlin, Germany; 2008, Adventures of the Woman 
in Black, Green Cardamom, London, UK; 2008, New Works by 
Hamra Abbas, NCA Gallery, Rawalpindi, Pakistan; 2008, God 
Grows on Trees, Schultz Contemporary, Berlin, Germany; 2006, 
Hamra Abbas, Galerie Dorothea Konwiarz Stiftung Galerie, 
Berlin, Germany; 2006, Lessons on Love, Rohtas 2, Lahore, 
Pakistan; 2005, I Can’t Really Explain What it’s Like Where I Live, 
But Someday I’ll Take You There,The Phatory LLC, New York, USA; 
2005, Men in White, Vermont Studio Center, Johnson, Vermont, 

USA; 2002, Art and Ashes, Gallery National College of Arts, 
Lahore, Pakistan

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Hanging Fire: Contemporary Art from 
Pakistan, Asia Society, New York, USA; 2009, Aluminium, Fourth 
International Biennial of Contemporary Art, Baku, Azerbaijan; 
2009, Second International Incheon Women Artists’ Biennale, 
South Korea; 2009, Everyday Miracles, Walter and McBean 
Galleries, SFAI, California, USA; 2009, Mashq, Green Cardamom, 
London, UK; 2009, Jameel Prize, Victoria and Albert Museum, 
London, UK; 2009, Anomalies, Rossi & Rossi, London, UK; 2009, 
Ninth Sharjah Biennale, Provisions for the Future, UAE; 2008, 
Guangzou Triennial, China; 2007, Tenth Istanbul Biennial, Turkey; 
2007, Contemporary Art from Pakistan, Thomas Erben Gallery, 
New York, USA; 2006, Beyond the Page, Manchester Art Gallery 
and Asia House, London, UK; 2005, Beyond Borders: Art from 
Pakistan, National Gallery of Modern Art, Mumbai, India; 2004, 
Contemporary Miniature Paintings from Pakistan, Fukuoka Asian 
Art Museum, Japan; 2003, Playing with a Loaded Gun, Kunsthalle 
Fridericianum, Kassel, Germany

humA mulji
Born 1970, Karachi, Pakistan; lives and works in Lahore, Pakistan

EDUCATION: Candidate, Master of Fine Arts, New Media, Donau-
Universität Krems, Austria; 1995, Bachelor of Fine Arts, Indus 
Valley School of Art and Architecture, Karachi, Pakistan 

SOLO EXHIBITIONS: 2009, High Rise, Elementa Gallery, Dubai, 
UAE; 2008, Arabian Delight, Rohtas 2, Lahore, Pakistan

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2010, When Three Dreams Cross, 
Whitechapel Gallery, London, UK; 2010, The Empire Strikes Back, 
The Saatchi Gallery, London, UK; 2010, Home Away From Home, 
Aicon Gallery, New York, USA; 2009, Hanging Fire: Contemporary 
Art from Pakistan, Asia Society, New York, USA; 2009, Half Life, 
Zahoor ul Akhlaq Gallery, National College of Arts, Lahore, 
Pakistan; 2008, Six Degrees of Separation: Chaos or Congruence, 
Anant Art Gallery, New Delhi, India; 2008, Farwell to Post-
Colonialism, Third Guangzhou Triennial, Guangdong Museum of 
Art, China; 2008, Desperately Seeking Paradise, Pakistan Pavilion, 
Art Dubai, UAE; 2007, Moving Ahead, National Art Gallery, 
Islamabad, Pakistan; 2007, Contemporary Art from Pakistan, 
Thomas Erben Gallery, New York, USA; 2007, Destination Asia: 
Non-Strict Correspondence, by Indian and Pakistani Artists, Soros 
Center for Contemporary Art, Almaty, Kazakhstan; 2006, 256 
Shades, VM Art Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan; 2006, Sub-Contingent, 
Fondazionne Sandretto Re Rauburg, Torino, Italy; 2006, Flights of 
Fancy, Royaat Gallery, Lahore, Pakistan; 2005, Beyond Borders: Art 
from Pakistan, National Gallery of Modern Art, Mumbai, India; 
2005, Sirf Tum, Rohtas 2, Lahore, Pakistan; 2004, Along the X Axis: 
Video Art from India and Pakistan, Apeejay Media Gallery, New 
Delhi, India

huriA khAn
Born 1981, Islamabad, Pakistan; lives and works in Toronto, 
Canada  

EDUCATION: 2006, Master of Fine Arts, Central Saint Martins 
College of Art and Design, London, UK; 2004, Bachelor of Fine 
Arts, Indus Valley School of Art and Architecture, Karachi, 
Pakistan 

GROUP EXHIBITION: 2009, Relevance, Rohtas Gallery, Islamabad, 
Pakistan; 2008, Loop Diverse, Barcelona, Spain; 2007, Atkinson 
Gallery, London, UK; 2006, Master of Fine Arts Degree Show, 
Central Saint Martins, London, UK; 2006, Quick and Dirty, 
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Interim Show, Bargehouse OXO Tower, London, UK; 2006, 256 
Shades: Media Art Show, VM Art Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan; 
2005, Something Purple: Media Art from Pakistan, Asian Video 
Art Series 4, Kowloon, Hong Kong; 2005, Foot by Foot, Kara Art 
Exhibit, Karachi, Pakistan; 2005, Emerging Talents, VM Art Gallery, 
Karachi, Pakistan

imrAn AhmAd khAn
Born 1974, Lahore, Pakistan; lives and works in Lahore, Pakistan 

EDUCATION: Self-taught 

SOLO EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Explode, Zahoor ul Akhlaq Gallery, 
National College of Arts, Lahore, Pakistan; 2007, Implode, 
Alhamra Art Gallery, Lahore, Pakistan  

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Celebrating Karachi, IAP, Expo 
Center, Karachi, Pakistan; 2009, Going Places, Samera Raja 
Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan; 2008, Inaugural Show, FSCA Gallery, 
Colaba, Mumbai, India; 2007, Theertha Residency Exhibition, Red 
Dot Gallery, Colombo, Sri Lanka; 2007, Inaugural Show, National 
Art Gallery, Islamabad, Pakistan; 2006, Thirteen Satellites, 
Annemarie Schimmel Haus and Alliance Française, Lahore, 
Pakistan; 2005, The Artist’s Face, Rohtas 2, Lahore Pakistan; 1999, 
Painting and Sculpture, Alliance Française, Karachi, Pakistan; 
1998, Face to Face, Alhamra Cultural Complex, Lahore, Pakistan

imrAn mudAssAr
Born 1982, Gujranwala, Pakistan; lives and works in Lahore, 
Pakistan

EDUCATION: 2008, Bachelor of Fine Arts (Printmaking), National 
College of Arts, Lahore, Pakistan; 2002, Intermediate Fine Arts, 
Government College University, Lahore, Pakistan
 

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Solo Exhibition, Drawing Art 
Gallery, Lahore, Pakistan; Drawn from Life: Drawing Form, Green 
Cardamom, London, UK; 2009, Other Side, Chawkandi Art 
Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan; 2009, Young Artists Exhibition, Alhamra 
Art Gallery, Lahore, Pakistan; 2009, Starring the Artist, IVS Gallery, 
Karachi, Pakistan; 2007, Young Artists Exhibition, Alhamra Art 
Gallery, Lahore, Pakistan

imrAn Qureshi 
Born 1972, Hyderabad, Sindh, Pakistan; lives and works in 
Lahore, Pakistan 

EDUCATION: 1993, Bachelor of Fine Arts, National College of 
Arts, Lahore, Pakistan

SOLO EXHIBITIONS: 2007, Canvas Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan; 
2007, Portraits and Vortexes, Experimental Gallery, Hong Kong 
Art Center, Hong Kong; 2007, After Math, Modern Art Oxford, UK; 
2007 Corvi-Mora, London, UK; 2006, Lalit Kala Akademi, New 
Delhi, India; 2004, Corvi-Mora, London, UK; 2002, Chawkandi 
Art, Karachi, Pakistan; 2001, Admit One Gallery, New York, 
USA; 1996, Rohtas Gallery, Islamabad, Pakistan; 1995, Alliance 
Française Gallery, Lahore, Pakistan

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Venice Biennale, Italy; 2008, Art 
Dubai, UAE; 2008, Living Traditions, Queen’s Palace, Turquoise 
Mountain, Kabul, Afghanistan; 2006, Belief, Singapore Biennale, 
Singapore; 2006, Beyond the Page, Manchester Art Gallery 
and Asia House, London, UK; 2006, I love my country but I think 
we should start seeing other people, Jack Hanley Gallery, San 
Francisco, USA; 2005, Kharkhana: A Contemporary Collaboration, 
Aldrich Museum of Contemporary Art, Ridgefield, Connecticut, 
USA; 2005, Contemporary Asian Artists III: Contemporary 

Miniature Paintings from Pakistan, Fukuoka Asian Art Museum, 
Japan; 2005, Beyond Borders: Art from Pakistan, National Gallery 
of Modern Art, Mumbai, India; 2004, Expander, Royal Academy 
of Arts, London, UK; 2003, Playing with a Loaded Gun, Kunsthalle 
Fridericianum, Kassel, Germany; 2003, American Effect, Whitney 
Museum of American Art, New York, USA; 2002, The Galleries 
Show, Royal Academy of Arts, London, UK; 2002, Threads, 
Dreams, Desires, Harris Museum, Preston, UK; 1999, Asia-Pacific 
Triennial of Contemporary Art, Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, 
Australia  

iQrA tAnVeer
Born 1983, Karachi, Pakistan; lives and works in Lahore, Pakistan 

EDUCATION: 2009, Post Graduate Diploma (Art Education), 
School of Visual Arts, Beaconhouse National University, Lahore, 
Pakistan; 2007, Bachelor of Fine Arts, Department of Visual 
Studies, University of Karachi, Pakistan
 

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Play Ground, Alhamra Art Gallery, 
Lahore, Pakistan; 2008, Ship of Hope, collaborative public art 
project, Lahore, Pakistan; 2008, Six Degrees of Separation, 
organized by VASL (a triangular trust project), VM Art Gallery, 
Karachi, Pakistan; 2008, Open Studio, Taaza Tareen III Residency, 
VASL, Indus Valley Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan; 2007, Emerging 
Talents, VM Art Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan; 2006, 6/6, collaborative 
project, VM Art Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan; 2004, Youth Festival, 
Danishgah, Karachi, Pakistan

ismet khAWAjA 
Born 1981, Lahore, Pakistan; lives and works in Lahore, Pakistan

EDUCATION: 2008, Bachelor of Fine Arts (Video), Beaconhouse 
National University, Lahore, Pakistan; 2003, Foundation Course, 
Foothill College, California, USA

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Through Other Eyes, Herbert Art 
Gallery, Coventry, UK and Glynn Vivian Gallery, Swansea, Wales, 
UK; 2009, Parallel Lines, Cartwright Hall Art Gallery, Bradford, 
UK; 2008, Place, Anant Art Gallery, New Delhi, India; 2006, KHOJ, 
New Delhi, India

jAmil bAloch
Born 1972, Balochistan, Pakistan; lives and works in Lahore, 
Pakistan 

EDUCATION: 1997, Bachelor of Fine Arts (Sculpture), National 
College of Arts, Lahore, Pakistan

SOLO EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Disorientation, Gandhara Art Gallery, 
Karachi, Pakistan; 2008, 2006, Drawing, Canvas Gallery, Karachi, 
Pakistan; 2005, Facts, Canvas Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan; 2004, Life 
Forms, Canvas Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Four Person Show, Canvas Gallery, 
Karachi, Pakistan; 2009, Two Man Show, Art Chowk Gallery, 
Karachi, Pakistan; 2006, Three Person Show, Canvas Gallery, 
Karachi, Pakistan; 2002, Two Person Show, Canvas Gallery, 
Karachi, Pakistan

mAhbub shAh
Born 1978, Sindh, Pakistan; lives and works in Lahore, Pakistan 

EDUCATION: 2001, Bachelor of Fine Arts, National College of 
Arts, Lahore, Pakistan  

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Good Looking, Grey Noise, Lahore, 
Pakistan; 2009, Pattern Recognition, City Gallery, Leicester, UK; 
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2008, Art HK08, Hong Kong; 2007, Sohni Dharti, Arts Council, 
Karachi, Pakistan; 2007, Punctured and Unravelled, Green 
Cardamom, London, UK; 2007, Contemporary Art From Pakistan, 
Thomas Erben Gallery, New York, USA; 2005, Beyond Borders: Art 
from Pakistan, National Gallery of Modern Art, Mumbai, India; 
2005, Out of the Box, Zahoor ul Aklaq Gallery, National College 
of Arts, Lahore; 2005, Face of the Artist: Self Portraits of our Times, 
Rohtas 2, Lahore, Pakistan 

mAhreen AsiF zuberi
Born 1981, Karachi, Pakistan; lives and works in Karachi, Pakistan

EDUCATION: 2003, Bachelor of Fine Arts (Miniature), National 
College of Arts, Lahore, Pakistan  

SOLO EXHIBITION: 2008, Open Wide, Rohtas Gallery, Islamabad, 
Pakistan 

EXHIBITIONS:  2009, Hanging Fire: Contemporary Art from 
Pakistan, Asia Society, New York, USA; 2009, Edge, Rohtas 2, 
Lahore, Pakistan; 2008, Six Degrees of Separation, VM Art Gallery, 
Karachi, Pakistan; 2008, Associated Metaphors, IVSAA Gallery, 
Karachi, Pakistan; 2008, Vernisage of Paintings, Consulate 
General of the Federal Republic of Germany, Karachi, Pakistan; 
2005, A Thousand and One Days, Honolulu Academy of Arts, 
Hawaii; 2005, Miniatures Contemporaines Du Pakistan, France; 
2005, Taaza Tareen, VM Art Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan; 2005, 
Re-inventing Narratives, La Galerie Mohamed el Fassi Rabat, 
Morocco; 2004, Contemporary Miniature Paintings from Pakistan, 
Fukuoka Asian Art Museum,  Japan;  2004, Creases, Rohtas 
2, Lahore, Pakistan; 2004, Interpretations, Rohtas Gallery, 
Islamabad, Pakistan; 2004, Extensions, Canvas Art Gallery, 
Karachi, Pakistan;  2003, Vacant/Occupied, National College 
of Arts, Lahore, Pakistan; 2003, Shot to Edit, Zahoor ul  Akhlaq 
Gallery, National College of Arts, Lahore; 2002, Drawn, Royatt 
Gallery, Lahore, Pakistan

mAriAm ibrAAz
Born 1984, Abu Dhabi, UAE; lives and works in Lahore, Pakistan

EDUCATION: 2008, Post Graduate Diploma (Art Education), 
Beaconhouse National University, Lahore, Pakistan; 2007, 
Bachelor of Fine Arts (Digital Art), Beaconhouse National 
University, Lahore, Pakistan  
GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Two: New works by Mariam Ibraaz 
and Ahsan Nadeem, Rohtas 2, Lahore, Pakistan; 2009, Patrons 
of ‘Oh My God! I Can Buy Art’, Grey Noise, Lahore, Pakistan; 
2008, Women Artists, Kashmir University, Srinagar, India; 2008, 
Processing, Alhamra Art Gallery, Lahore, Pakistan

mAsoomA syed
Born 1971, Lahore, Pakistan; lives and works in Lahore, Pakistan, 
and New Delhi, India  

EDUCATION: 2002, Master of Arts (Visual Arts), National College 
of Arts, Lahore, Pakistan; 1994, Bachelor of Fine Arts (Painting), 
National College of Arts, Lahore, Pakistan  

SOLO EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Indus Valley Gallery, Karachi, 
Pakistan; 2002, Rohtas 2, Lahore, Pakistan; 2000, Rohtas Gallery, 
Islamabad, Pakistan; 1997, Art Space, University of New South 
Wales, Sydney, Australia; 1996, Rohtas Gallery, Islamabad, 
Pakistan  

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Women Artist Show, Vadhera Art 
Gallery, New Delhi, India; 2009, Art Agaisnt Terrorism, Emami 
Chisel, Calcutta, India; 2008, Six Degrees of Separation, KHOJ 
Project, Anant Art Galley, New Delhi, India; 2007, Threads of 
Silk, Ars Ornata Europeana, Manchester, UK; 2005, Parallel 

Realities, Fukuoka Museum and Art Gallery Third Asian Art 
Trienale Japan; 2005, Beyond Borders: Art from Pakistan, National 
Gallery of Modern Art, New Delhi, India; 2005, Skin, Two Person 
Show, Rohtas Gallery, Lahore, Pakistan;  2003, Darmiyaan, 
Nehar Ghar Gallery, Lahore, Pakistan; 2002, Threads, Dreams, 
Desire: Contemporary Art From Pakistan, Harris Museum and Art 
Gallery, Preston, UK; 2002, Playing with the Loaded Gun, Apex 
Art, New York and Kunsthalle Fridericianum, Kassel, Germany; 
2001, Darmian, Rohtas 2, Lahore, Pakistan; 2000, Another 
Vision: Fifty Years of Painting and Sculpture from Pakistan, Brunei 
Gallery, London, UK; 2000, Twelfth Afro-Asian, Latin-American 
Exhibition, Metropolitan Museum, Tokyo; 1998, Group Show, 
Off Set Gallery, Islamabad, Pakistan; 1997, Scope VII, National 
College of Arts, Lahore, Pakistan; 1996, Women Scape, World 
Women Day, Alhamra, Lahore, Pakistan

mehr jAVed
Born 1983, Lahore, Pakistan; lives and works in Sydney, Australia 

EDUCATION: Candidate, Master of Fine Arts, College of Fine Art, 
University of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia; 2007, Bachelor 
of Fine Arts, Beaconhouse National University, Lahore, Pakistan

GROUP EXHIBITION: 2009, Ghost Stories, Nuit Blanche, Toronto, 
Canada; 2008, Shatana International Artists Workshop, Jordan; 
2008, Media as a Medium, University of the Arts, Medienhaus 
Galerie, Berlin, Germany; 2008, KHOJ Live Performance Art 
Festival, New Delhi, India; 2008, Processing, Alhamra Arts Gallery, 
Lahore, Pakistan; 2008, Women Artists, Kashmir University, 
Srinagar, India; 2008, Polyptych, Alhamra Arts Gallery, Lahore, 
Pakistan

mehreen murtAzA
Born 1986, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia; lives and works in Lahore, 
Pakistan

EDUCATION: 2009, Diploma in Teaching, Beaconhouse National 
University, Lahore, Pakistan; 2008, Bachelor of Fine Arts, 
Beaconhouse National University, Lahore, Pakistan

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Patrons of ‘Oh My God! I Can Buy 
Art!’, Grey Noise, Lahore, Pakistan; 2009, Playground, Post 
Graduate Diploma Group Show, Alhamra Art Gallery, Lahore, 
Pakistan; 2009, Al Bastakiya Art Fair, Dubai, UAE; 2009, Through 
Other Eyes, Contemporary Art from South Asia: A Polylogue, 
Herbert Art Gallery and Museum, Coventry, UK; 2009, Parallel 
Lines: Contemporary Art from Lahore, Pakistan, Cartwright Hall: 
Bradford City Art Gallery and Museum, UK; 2008, Let’s Talk: 
Five Pakistani Artists in Dialogue, Jam Jar, Dubai, UAE; 2008, 
Opening Show: Contemporary Indian and Pakistani Art, FSCA 
Gallery, Colaba, Mumbai, India; 2008, Degree Show: Beaconhouse 
National University, Alhamra Cultural Center, Lahore, Pakistan; 
2008, Grey Noise Opening Show, Alhamra Cultural Center, 
Lahore, Pakistan; 2007, 60 X 60 secs, Motiroti, Pakistan, India, 
UK; 2006, Thirteen Satellites, Public Art-1, German Cultural 
Center, Lahore, Pakistan; 2005, Coloring Outside the Lines, KHOJ 
Residency, New Delhi, India

mohAmmAd Ali tAlpur 
Born 1976, Hyderabad, Sindh, Pakistan; lives and works 
in Lahore, Pakistan

EDUCATION:  2001, Master of Arts (Visual Art), National College 
of Arts, Lahore, Pakistan; 1998, Bachelor of Fine Arts, National 
College of Art, Lahore, Pakistan   

SOLO EXHIBITIONS: 2007, Best of Discovery, Green Cardamom, 
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Shanghai Contemporary Art Fair, China; 2004, Zahoor ul Akhlaq 
Gallery, Lahore, Pakistan

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2008, Desperately Seeking Paradise, Art 
Dubai, UAE; 2008, Orients Sans Frontiers, Espace Louis Vuitton, 
Paris, France; 2008, Lets Draw a Line, Chawkandi Gallery, Karachi, 
Pakistan; 2007, Punctured and Unravelled, Green Cardamom, 
London, UK; 2006, Three Person Show, Canvas Gallery, Karachi, 
Pakistan; 2003, Around the Miniature, Canvas Gallery, Karachi, 
Pakistan

muhAmmAd zeeshAn 
Born 1980, Mirpurkhas, Pakistan; lives and works in Lahore, 
Pakistan and California, USA 

EDUCATION: 2003, Bachelor of Fine Arts (Miniature), National 
College of Arts, Lahore, Pakistan 
 

SOLO EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Abrasive Drawings, Rohtas 2, Lahore, 
Pakistan; 2009, Dying Miniature, Green Cardamom, London, UK; 
2008, Ishtehaar Lagaana Mana Hai, Kiosk of Contemporary Art, 
Wiemar, Germany; 2008, What Lies Beneath, Jehangir Nicholson 
Art Gallery, Mumbai, India; 2008, Profane Illuminations, Aicon 
Gallery, New York, USA; 2008, Profane Illuminations, Rohtas 2, 
Lahore, Pakistan; 2007, Chawkandi Art Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan; 
2007, Sublime Maladies, Anant Art Gallery, New Delhi, India; 
2006, Beyond Appearances, Canvas Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan  

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Bazghashth: Tradition, Method 
and Modern Practices, Art Gallery of Mississauga, Canada; 
2009, Kein Ding, ACC Gallery, Weimar, Germany; 2009, Safavid 
Revisted, British Museum, London, UK; 2008, Ghost of Souza, 
Aicon Gallery, New York, USA; 2008, Unstern. Sinistre. Disastro, 
ACC Gallery, Weimar, Germany; 2008. Afghanistan: Future, 
Gemak/Gemeentemuseum, Netherlands; 2007, Does Size 
Matter II, Jehangir Nicholson, Mumbai, India; 2007, Dialogue 
with Tradition, National Art Gallery, Islamabad, Pakistan; 2007, 
Contemporary Arts from Pakistan, Thomas Erben Gallery, New 
York, USA; 2007, From Pakistan to Montmartre, Gallerie Chappe, 
Paris, France; 2006, Virtual Vicinity, First International Exhibition 
Of Digital and Video Art Online, VASL, Karachi, Pakistan; 2006, 
Lila/Play: Contemporary Miniatures and New Art from South 
Asia, Melbourne, Austrailia; 2005, Contemporary Chronicles, Art 
Alive Dehli, India; 2005, Miniatures Contemporaines Du Pakistan, 
Villefranche De Rouergue, La Halle, France; 2005, Segregation, 
Anant Art Gallery, New Delhi, India; 2005, Love/Hate, The Third 
Line Gallery, Dubai, UAE; 2005, Reinventing Narratives, La Galerie 
Mohammed El Fassi Rabat, Morocco; 2004, Contemporary 
Miniature Paintings from Pakistan, Fukouka Asian Art Museum, 
Japan; 2004, Terror can not be Exterminated by War, Metropolitan 
Museum, Tokyo, Japan; 2003, Top of the Pops, National College of 
Arts, Lahore, Pakistan

nAizA h. khAn
Born 1968, Bahawalpur; lives and works in Karachi, Pakistan
  

EDUCATION: 1990, Bachelor of Fine Arts, Somerville College, 
Ruskin School of Drawing and Fine Art, University of Oxford, UK

SOLO EXHIBITIONS: 2010, Restore the Boundaries: the Manora 
Project, Rossi & Rossi, Art Dubai, UAE; 2008, Iron Clouds, Rohtas 
2, Lahore, Pakistan; 2008, Iron Clouds, Rohtas Gallery, Islamabad, 
Pakistan; 2007, Heavenly Ornaments, Canvas Art Gallery, Karachi, 
Pakistan; 2006, Bare the Fact, Bear the Fact, Chemould Gallery, 
Mumbai, India; 2004, Exhale, Canvas Art Gallery, Karachi, 
Pakistan; 2000, Voices Merge, Chawkandi Art, Karachi, Pakistan; 
1995, La Linea Negra, Gallery 7, Hong Kong, China  

GROUP EXHIBITIONS: 2009, Hanging Fire: Contemporary Art 
from Pakistan, Asia Society, New York, USA; 2009, The Emperor’s 
New Cloths, Talwar Gallery, New York, USA; 2009, Hong Kong Art 
Fair, Hong Kong, China; 2008, Arte Fiera di Bologna, Bologna, 
Italy; 2008, Pulse Art Fair, Miami, USA; 2008, ShContemporary, 
Shanghai, China; 2008, Desperately Seeking Paradise, Art 
Dubai, Dubai, UAE; 2008, Crossroads, Elementa, Dubai, UAE; 
2008, Women of Light, Davide Gallo Gallery, Berlin, Germany; 
2007, Figurative Pakistan, Aicon Gallery, London, UK; 2007, 
Contemporary Art from Pakistan, Thomas Erben Gallery, New 
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