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Writing about writing is a pleasure, and painful too, 
every literary critic is aware of that; and so is the ed-
itor of a publication. Regardless if it is daily, weekly, 

monthly, quarterly or annually – or eternally (a book), in printed version 
or a digital one; this act provides an occasion to seek meanings, find links, 
and create contexts. 
 As the editor, and being with the team of ArtNow Pakistan, I am 
pleased and proud at presenting some of the material, previously avail-
able online, and now in the printed form. In its past seven years, Art Now 
Pakistan, on the first of every month have been bringing out texts, which 
continue to deal with various aspects of art, in depth; shared views and 
profiles of leading figures of the art world; reviewed exhibitions and books 
on art; included photo-essays, thus becoming a body of knowledge, essen-
tial and indispensable to access the art around us.  Looking back at these 
pieces, one realizes their relevance, not only as a historical document, but 
their value for relating to present concerns. It is often said that, ‘writing 
is rewriting’, but reading is also rereading, because with each new contact 
these texts unfold new dimensions of art, of now, and of Pakistan.  

of bringing you the latest
 in contemporary art from 

Pakistan and around the world.   
OCT 2011- OCT 2018

‘Zero to Infinity in Venice’ Rasheed Araeen (2016-2017), as part of the 57th Venice Biennale.
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Vedrai – In Future, 
Vivro I Miei Acquerelli
“I have always wanted to gather the artists from 
around the world on a platform where they can 
exchange ideas, watercolor techni-
ques and culture...” Pages 22-24    
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Approaching Rasheed 
Araeen in contemporary 
Pakistan
“The complexity of Rasheed Araeen’s vast 
trajectory poses challenging issues of 
interpretation..” Pages 14-16 

R e v i e w  | S E P T E M B E R  2 0 1 8

Art for Education
“This project, bravely initiated by the Italian 
Friends of The Citizens Foundation (IFTCF) 
here in Milan, is exceptionally refreshing. So 
much more than raising funds, this exhibition 
of Pakistani artists is about providing 
tangible opportunities:... Page  45  
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Moen-Jo-Daro in London|
Echoes of Naqsh
“The soft earthy tones and light colors were 
used to enhance the features of women and dark 
shadowy colors were used to increase 
the depth...” Page 47

It gives me immense pleasure to welcome our read-
ers to the third edition of the ArtNow Newspaper. 
This edition of the newspaper includes issues from 

May to August on the themes of ‘Geometry’, ‘Art of the Artisans’, ‘Ter-
rain’ and ‘H20’, which makes the debates surrounding art pertinent to the 
current national context, exploring these themes in unison to provide 
a multifaceted perspective and understanding of art production in the 
country today. This is especially significant as ArtNow celebrates its 7th 
year, allowing us to reflect on our commitment to represent the 
flourishing art scene of Pakistan and provide it with a voice in the global 
art forum through partnerships and collaborations on international 
platforms such as ArtDubai and the Dhaka Art Summit. The Art
Newspaper is yet another chapter in our goal to promote the arts of 
Pakistan locally and internationally, and bring it into the homes of a 
growing art audience and contribute to a complex analytical narrative to 
the Pakistani art space. We invite our readers to celebrate the growth and 
success we have experienced over the past 7 years, and move forward 
into the next phase of this exciting journey with us. Bye for NOW!
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Geometry
by Jehanzeb Haroon
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Waqar Ahmed Malik
Guest Editor

Today we can clearly witness that art has 
become ubiquitous with Pakistan fast 
approaching the universal scene!! 

  During my professional stint in 
Lahore in the early 90s, art dawned on me 

coincidently, with the encouragement of my friend, 
Wasif Ali Khan, the maestro of architectural design 
and an avid promoter and collector of art. In my 
early thirties, focused on a professional career and 
finding it a struggle to get my priorities aligned, my 
passion for art, hitherto dormant, was ignited when 
Wasif introduced to me the art world. He coaxed 
and almost twisted my arm, during our many social 
interactions, to consider investing in Eqbal Hussain’s 
‘Ravi on a Misty Morning’, a beautiful landscape of 
the river Ravi with a boat on a hazy morning, which 
I fell in love with immediately. 
 At the time Eqbal Hussain had recently 
graduated from the National College of Arts in 
Lahore, and even made my acquaintance once, at 
Wasif ’s office. In the later years, Hussain jumped to 
fame with a spot on ‘Times’ cover page, which made 
it hard to foot the bill for his painting. However, 
my inner joy and pleasure to see the artwork out-
weighed it all, and there is no regret about buying 
it, even today. This was the start of my tryst, as they 
say with the art world, collecting what I liked rather 
than only on the basis of fame.
 The passion for art opened a broader path to 
discover, appreciate and collect art of both, Pakistani 
masters as well as works that gave me pleasure and 
inner satisfaction. 

 The likes of Khalid Iqbal, the ‘Constable of 
Pakistan’ depicting the rural landscape of Pakistan 
with the fine brush strokes, Iqbal Hussain particu-
larly for the old Lahore cityscapes and rural-scapes, 
Jimmy Engineer, the celebrated Pakistani master and 
philanthropist, Sadequain the Naqqash, the most 
celebrated master and considered the Picasso of 
Pakistan, Bashir Mirza, the contemporary master of 
works, Gulgee, the flamboyant master of canvas and 
for his vibrancy with colours, the celebrated Jamil 
Naqsh with his obsession for women and pigeons 
and his matchless elegance of romantic passion. It 
will be amiss if I was not mention Mussarat Mirza 
for the Sukkur rural landscapes, Tassaduq Sohail, 
Wahab Jaffer, Ali Azmat, Eqbal Mehdi and Zahid 
Mayo from Lahore. Each of the works is worth a 
thousand words as they say.
 Art is the soul of one’s life and home. In fact, 
it says something about an individual’s link with cul-
ture, aesthetics, history and connections with social 
issues. Art symbolizes fantasies, unspoken thoughts, 
society’s issues and despair, taboos, history and the 
evolution of civilization and landscapes, all conveyed 
brilliantly and subtly, sometimes through strokes of 
brush or pen. It encourages people to discuss and 
initiate a discourse for a better life.
 The relocation from Lahore to Karachi in 
2002 helped enhance my passion for art; the priv-
ilege of meeting Masters as well as contributing to 
the Indus Valley School of Art and Architecture as 
part of the governing board. I was fortunate to meet 
the late iconic Habib Fida Ali, who was also a lover  

of art. He assisted Lalla, the rock in my life, and my-
self to design our house, which fulfilled my ambition 
to bring the harmony of art into our home, through 
its interior. This created a nice blend with the garden 
and scape outside. Life, art, my home and the garden 
are inextricably linked.
 With ArtNow becoming ubiquitous as well, 
I consider it my responsibility to promote young tal-
ent and contribute in any meaningful way. Through 
art, a softer image of Pakistan is possible, creating its 
image as a plural society.
 Until next time, enjoy Sadequain the 
Naqqash’s Rubaiyat:

“I am the line that shall adorn every 
page

I am the word etched deep into every 
stone

The mystery Nature had endowed me 
with-

The secret shall I fully reveal to you” 

Waqar Ahmed Malik is the former CEO, ICI 
Pakistan Limited. Chairman, Pakistan Oxygen 
Limited & co-founder of Adira Capital holdings 
(PVT. ) Limited.

 The father of modern science, Galileo Galilei, said: “Mathematics is the language 
in which God has written the universe”. Our induction into the language began in the 2nd 

century in Egypt with the understanding of geometry. From then until now, we have honed 
a mastery over the language and it permeates everything we create, paralleling the pres-

ence of it in nature. While geometry may go unnoticed in infinitesimal places, its presence 
can be discerned in many natural and man-made things: from patterns of flowers and the 

fractal makeup of old trees to the microscopic forms of atoms, and from computer graphics 
based on geometric algorithms to the theoretical spheres of quantum science.
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Aftab Tapal
Guest Editor

y life has always been associated with 
art in some way or the other. I re-
member that I was good with chalks 
and coloured pencils when I was very 
young and I am pretty sure I discov-

ered my skill when we were asked to make diagrams 
in our science journals in school. I used to be sur-
rounded by a crowded classroom saying “wow!”
 My art teacher, Rashid Arshed, further 
enhanced this skill. He gave me my first art book 
on the famous Dutch Post-Impressionist painter, 
Vincent Van Gogh that I still cherish. Rashid is now 
a renowned artist of Pakistan contemporary and 
painting abroad.
 In 1968, I was selected to represent Pakistan 
in the Russian Youth Festival, in Russia. I again hit 
a six by winning the competition with my design 
of a poster on peace and therefore winning great 
laurels among the Pakistani youth. Winning this 
competition further developed my interest in art 
and subsequently led to my keen eye in collecting 
unique pieces.
 The first painting I bought from the Indus 
Art Gallery was of Jamil Naqsh, one of the most re-
nowned artists of Pakistan. His skill, technique and 
entire oeuvre is unmatchable, truly a living master 
of our time. 
 There were other artists from his group 
whom I admired such as the late Mansur Aye. Both 
favorites of mine, Jamil and Najmi Sura also became 
my very good friends. I asked them to guide me 
on understanding paint as a medium as well as the 

 talented lot of artists who are bringing great work in 
a variety of media to their contemporary and future 
audiences.

Aftab Tapal is the third generation of the Tapal family and 
the current CEO of the company. After completing his de-
gree in Marketing with Associates in Applied Sciences from 
USA, Aftab returned to join the family business in 1977.

M important painters of Pakistan. This was my first les-
son on Pakistani artists and their skill. Many people 
buy art as an investment but this is something I’ve 
never thought of and never will. I used to spend a 
lot of my time visiting art galleries while going home 
from work and as a result, most of my collection 
consists of Pakistani painters.
 Some of my collection also consists of Paki-
stani artists who, over the years, have gained tremen-
dous popularity in European art markets abroad. I 
have always focused on picking pieces where I truly 
enjoyed the colour, medium and subject matter. I 
also possess precious collections of foreign artists, 
like M. F. Hussain, Souza and Jamini Roy. I have 
many fond memories of sitting with M. F. Hussain 
and Souza at the Indus Art Gallery when they visited 
Pakistan.
 Jamini Roy was an artist I really admired, 
and while I was fortunate to buy all other artists in 
Pakistan when they were present here, Jamini was 
one I keenly sought and acquired abroad. 
 Currently the whole art scene has changed. 
The new art graduates are bringing beautiful work 
in mixed media. Fortunately, they are putting a hefty 
price tag on their work, since they sell fast in the 
European countries at a good price. I do not have a 
wall left in my home to put any more artists’ works.
  I am now spending my time reading up on 
how to maintain one’s valuable art collection but I 
am so happy to see art continuing to flourish in our 
country. 
 I wish the best of luck to the emerging and 

 Jahanzeb Haroon (b. 1990) is a visual artist based in 
Lahore. Haroon studied Fine Art at the National College of Arts, 

Lahore, from 2013 to 2018, where he was a painting major. He has 
contributed to ArtNow as a photographer and writer. 

But in the realm of the man-made, it is in architecture that geometry is most pronounced. 
Whether they are ancient structures, constructed using what may now be considered rudi-
mentary rules of geometry, or modern buildings and edifices, which take into account the 
nature of the soil, wind directions and pressure, and every element mapped out with the 
utmost precision, they all abide by the rules of basic geometry. They can all still be reduced 
to points, planes, lines, curves, angles, and surfaces. And, as such, they can still be appreciat-
ed aesthetically by the common person without the precise knowledge that goes into making 
them.
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would like to give a ‘written applause’ to Karachi’s 
artists: I could mention many, e.g. some of those 
young artists whose works I saw at IVS graduation 
shows between 2015 and 2017. But I would like to 

pay special tribute to 
Ms. S. Haya Zaidi, grad-
uate of NCA, and Ms. 
Madiha Hyder, graduate 
of IVS. Haya’s gradua-
tion works, which are 
titled ‘The Commoners’ 
and ‘An Opulent Waste-
land’, both in an im-
pressive figurative style, 
caught my eyes during 
an exhibition at Canvas 
Gallery in early 2017. 
Some months later I 
saw a diptych named 
‘Mother is at Work’, 

again a 
piece of 
art with 
a clear 
message 
relevant 
for all of 
us. The 
same 
applies to 
Madiha 
and the 
way she 
develops 
her ideas 
as an 
artist and 
how her emotions 
are reflected in her paintings. I am convinced that 
Haya Zaidi and Madiha Hyder will pave their ways 
in the international world of art. May art-events in 
Karachi, such as the 1st Karachi Art Biennial 
Festival, promote Karachi’s artists and contribute to 
a positive narrative of this amazing city.

Rainer Schmiedchen, Consul-General of Germany in 
Karachi from 2015 to 2018

ome days after my arrival in Kara-
chi I met the owner of Canvas Gal-
lery, Sameera Raja. Not only was she 
open-minded and well informed about 
international developments in modern 

art, more important for me was a first but de-
tailed insight she gave me about the art scene of 
Pakistan, leading art schools and well-established 
artists of Karachi as well as those in Lahore and 
elsewhere in Pakistan. She invited me to come 
and see one of the exhibition openings at Can-
vas Gallery, which take place regularly every 
two weeks. Already the first opening made me a 
constant visitor of Canvas. Later I discovered other 

galleries in Clifton, such as Koel, Studio 7, Sanat 
and Full Circle. Attending these galleries’ events, 
meeting artists, curators, gallery owners, professors 
of art schools, film-makers, journalists and many 
others interested in Pakistani contemporary art soon 
became my favourite ‘evening delight’ and one of the 
most interesting ways to relax and to get valuable 
insights in cultural developments of my host country 
respectively.

E d i t o r i a l  |  J u l y  2 0 1 8

Rainer Schmiedchen
Guest Editor
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 Contacts to professors of the Indus Val-
ley School of Art and Architecture, the Fine Art         
Department of Karachi University, and the Karachi 
School of Art later led to what became the first Ger-
man-Pakistani comic-art project. A German friend 
of mine, a leading comic artist and editor of top-
class graphic novels in Germany, came to Karachi to 
create a graphic novel together with 20 art students. 
Young artists, comic makers from Pakistan and 
Germany, and the consular staff jointly transformed 
the German Consulate General into a large artists’ 
studio for one week. Seeing the artists creating a 
graphic novel, drawing, painting, discussing and gig-
gling all day was the nicest experiences I had during 
my three years in Karachi. By the way, the graphic 
novel made in Karachi addresses the topic of voca-
tional training – one of the most important fields of 

co-operation between Germany and Pakistan. It was 
printed in one edition in English and one in Urdu, 
presented to the public during KLF 2017 and KLF 
2018.
 Coming back to galleries I should men-
tion FOMMA (Foundation of Modern Museum of 
Art) Gallery in Zamzama Park. FOMMA was my 
favourite place to present two exhibitions related 
to German-Pakistani projects: first, an exhibition 
presenting the original pages of our graphic novel to 
the public, and later, an exhibition on a Consulate’s 
project in Makli, the conservation and rehabilitation 

of the sepulchre 
of Mirza Jan 
Baba. I would like 
to use this oppor-
tunity to thank 
Fawzia Naqvi, 
the most helpful 
and exceptionally 
patient Director 
of FOMMA, for 
her contributions 
in implementing 
both exhibition 
projects.
     To conclude, I 

‘Eyes Wide Open’, Madiha Hyder

‘Mad World’, Madiha Hyder

‘I Can Make You Millions’, Haya Zaidi

‘Mother is at Work’, Haya Zaidi

Former Consul-General, Rainer Schmiedchen with artist, 
Abdul Jabbar Gul 

Exhibiton of  Original ages of Graphic Novel At FOMMA

Exhibiton of Original Pages of Graphic Novel  At FOMMA
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Gretchen Romig Crosti
Guest Editor

 few years ago my old friend, Asma 
Khan, from the Satrang Gallery in Islam-
abad told me the TCF story. It inspired 
me so much that I gathered together a 
group of women in my hometown of Mi-

lan who share my conviction that all girls have the 
right to go to school. We pooled our resources, time 
and effort, and began to visit Pakistan to see for our-
selves. These visits led to our organized support for 
the outstanding work of The Citizens Foundation, 
whose schools teach disadvantaged children the very 
principles that we hold so dear:  the importance of 
female education, the promotion of tolerance and 
open-mindedness, provision for quality teachers, as-
sistance for mentorship programs, the construction 
of educational institutions for the most needy, and 
approaching literacy in a professional manner, with 
heart and efficiency.  
 TCF is a network of nearly 1,500 formal 
schools across Pakistan sustained on philanthropy. 
It is the largest private employer of women in the 
country with 12,000 female teachers and principals.
 We started supporting the schools in 2010 
and in asking for funding from others, we noticed 
that one issue was hindering our efforts: a general 
lack of knowledge and understanding about Paki-
stan and negative perceptions of it.
 A friend suggested that the message about 
this extraordinary Pakistani NGO might be shared 
more successfully through the country’s dynamic 
and groundbreaking art scene. The Milanese are 
wonderfully curious consumers of art and culture, 
who love to see new offerings and furthermore 
Italian design is celebrated the world over.  So three 
years ago our dream idea was born, inspired by 

a similar event held by our sister organization in 
Dubai: why not create an exhibition and charity 
auction of contemporary Pakistani art right here in 
Milan?  We were fortunate in finding our partner the 
Museo Diocesano to house and help promote the 
show, Natasha Calandrino Van Kleef to design and 
mount the display,  and above all two truly outstand-
ing curators, Salima Hashmi and Rosa Maria Falvo, 
who have worked tirelessly to attract an impressive 
list of participants and present a fascinating show for 
our Milanese audience.  
 This exhibition aims to enrich viewers’ 
understanding of Pakistan and the remarkable work 
its artists are producing right now. Their artistic 
explorations help unveil an ancient, rich and varied  
culture whose challenges have fomented creativity 
and beauty, as well as thought-provoking commen-
tary.  

A
ART SPACES | Chawkandi Art 
Gallery — Creating History, 
Conquering the Present
by Nimra Khan

“Mrs. Hussain has proved herself a relentless patron 
of the arts in the country – although her self-effacing 
attitude will not allow her to accept that claim.”

REVIEW | Illusions and Dimensions
by Sana Kazi

“It is refreshing and a delight to see young artists so 
in tune with national and international politics, and 
furthermore juxtaposing global highlights into art and 
architecture. Javaid and Alvares are of these artists 
who are well informed of their surroundings and feel 
intensely towards the atrocities that are committed 
every day.”

F o r  m o r e ,  v i s i t : 
h t t p : / / w w w . a r t n o w p a k i s t a n . c o m

O R
Download any QR code-app on your 

Android or iOS and scan this code 
for immediate access to our website 

from YOUR PHONE.

/Read More

11th October 2018:  Invitation-only Gala Charity 
Auction of the works of 60 Pakistani contemporary 
artists at the Palazzo Serbelloni, Milan

16th October 2018:  Inauguration of “Art for Educa-
tion: Contemporary Artists from Pakistan” - opening 
at the Museo Diocesano Carlo Maria Martini, in the 
presence of Mushtaq Chhapra, former Chairman of 
The Citizens Foundation

RSVP: auction@artforeducation.it

Gretchen Roming Crosti is the  president of the Ital-
ian Friends of the Citizens Foundation.

ART SPACES | VM Art Gallery
by Maheen Aziz

““The role of a gallery is highly important in serving 
the arts; sale, or no sale, is secondary.” - Riffat Alvi
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by Syed Faisal Sajjad

T

Shah Jahan Receives the Persian Ambassador Muhammad ‘Ali Beg. ca. 1633, Folio from the 
Windsor Padshahnama, The Royal Library, Windsor Castle

Image courtesy Vicotria and Albert Museum

The Ardabil Carpet, Persia, dated 946 AH. Victoria and Albert 
Museum, courtesy Wikipedia

he purpose of this essay is not to trace the 
origin and development of the discipline 
of geometry in history; it is rather to

 discuss its need and function in the past 
and its relevance in the present times. 

However, before we embark on this debate, it might 
be more helpful to first look into the definition, 
meanings and significance that the discipline of 
geometry has held in various cultures.
 It has always been a human desire to 
comprehend existence and its very context, both 
at the physical and metaphysical level. The quest is 
to find an answer to the basic existential question: 
whether existence precedes essence or the essence 

precedes existence? Regardless of the circular nature 
of this inquiry, the ambit and context of this compre-
hension, from the very first, kept widening with ad-
vancements that helped in this understanding; start-
ing with the immediate context of nature, extending 
to the regional, to global and further on to 
exploration and understanding of the universe. 
It is very clear in history that there were two 
contexts to this inquiry; one was more abstract, 
intangible and metaphysical, and the other 
one was tangible and apparently measurable 
because of the physical nature of the earth and 
universe that it is a part of. The discipline of 
geometry played a key role in this attempt to 
measure and quantify, though it is very obvious 
that any advancement in the measurable aspect 
informed the abstract one as well. Empirical in-
quiries into the shape and form of the universe 

led to rationalist abstractions in the fields of 
mathematics, geometry and vice versa as we 
witnessed developments in the field of theoretical 
physics. That is precisely why the disciplines of 
physics, mathematics and geometry are insepara-
ble in forming a comprehensive understanding.
 Since the Neolithic times, there has been 
an attempt to measure the earth. Tools and tech-
niques were evolved to do this accurately and it 
gave birth to the discipline of geometry. The con-
ception of the form of the earth and the nature 
of the universe played a significant role in the 
development of early principles of geometry. This 
quest led to a higher understanding of human 

existence and its rela-
tionship with the uni-
verse and gave rise 
to a desire to strike 
a harmony between 
the two through an 
understanding of 
universal principles. 
Many older cultures 
have tried to reflect 
the cosmic order on 
earth in the form 
of layouts of their 
cities and important 
places. Babylonians, 
Ancient Egyptians 
and Pre Columbian 
Mesoamericans have 
followed the celestial 
order of heavenly 
bodies in the layouts 
of their cities, zig-
gurats and pyramid 
complexes. This was 
complexes. This was 
reflective of human 
consciousness and epis-
temological constructs 
of those times. The 
mythical aspect in this 
tradition was natural 
and quite understand-
able, as myth formed the 
bedrock of comprehen-
sion in these cultures.
 The same 
tradition was present 
in Western civilizations 
as well, but more so in 
Ancient India where 

Tantric practices and art formed the basis of com-
prehending cosmology, cosmic energy and the ways 
of capturing and releasing this energy in spaces. The 
practice of Vastu Shastra was about the ordering of 
architectural spaces and formulated the principles 

for spatial layouts. In the Subcontinent, everyday life 
was structured in the context of mythology and was 
lived as a ritual. It is therefore, very understandable 
that spaces and layouts were based on dialectical 
opposites such as good and evil and the energy 
associated with them. These principles were equally 
applied to places of religious importance like for 
example, the Angkor Wat Hindu temple complex 
in Cambodia and in the layout of common houses. 
It is interesting to note that this consciousness was 
dependent more on region than faith, as we witness 
in India where references were drawn from Hindu-
ism and Buddhism equally. This cultural hybridity 
created an expression that was very Indian in spirit.
 If we take a broader view of these cultures 
in terms of their understanding of layouts, spaces, 
their significance and meanings, we realise that these 
were all inquiries into the nature of space; as un-
derstood in the mythical context and as lived in the 
ritualistic context. Relationship between ritual and 

space and the abstract principles of geome-
try applied in the designing of these spaces 
created a deeper understanding of tradition in 
ancient and medieval societies in which there 
was no distinction between the sacred and the 
profane. Rather, there was no concept of the 
profane as such because faith and way of life 
were inseparable. This worldview introduced 
the idea of ‘order’ as against disorder or ‘chaos’ 
which is a condition in which apparently there 
are no divine or universal principles guiding 
the structure of spaces and architecture. 
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 The evolution of Cartesian geometry in 
classical Greece was a major step forward in this 
understanding. It laid out the discipline of geometry 
on scientific and rational lines. The Islamic mathema-
ticians and geographers of the Golden Age developed 
the discipline further and were able to establish its 
strong connection with other disciplines such as 
astronomy, mathematics and algebra. The observatory 
of Mirza Ulugh Baig in Samarkand is a surviving 
example of this advancement. The application of this 
development in the disciplines of art and architec-
ture however restored its connection with the divine. 
 The use of geometry in various art forms 
practiced during the Islamic period in Central Asia 
and Persia, and in the Subcontinent during the 
Sultanate and Mughal times achieved a high level of 
refinement. It was applied in calligraphy, miniature 
painting, architecture and urban planning and 
carried traditional meanings of geometric patterns 
and their significance. 
 With the European enlightenment this disci-
pline took a new turn. René Descartes introduced 
rationalism based upon deductive reasoning as a 
logical process governing the principles of geometry. 
Immanuel Kant introduced non-Euclidian geometry 
according to which the discipline was completely
 removed from empirical knowledge acquired 
through the senses; it was based on pure and 
internalised intuition of time and space. 
 This was basically a shift from tradition to 
modernity, from sacred to the profane. It created 
disconnect of the discipline of geometry with the 
divine and redirected it towards the physical world 
of appearances and matter. 
 The postmodern turn of events added 
further complexity and depth to the discipline after 
Einstein’s inquiries into the nature of space and time, 
establishing that the universe is curved and space 
is infinite. This discovery opened up a whole new 
debate on the relative nature of reality and maintain-
ability of universal truths, especially in various fields 
of art that dealt directly with the representation of 
matter and space. The inquiry is therefore about 
the relative relationship of objects in space, and the 
relativity of space time itself, technically defined as 

differential geometry. Finally, recent development in 
computer and software technology has introduced 
fractal geometry that is based on the concept of 
evolving symmetry. In recent years, fractal geometry 
has served as a major inspiration in the organisation 
of space in architecture and urbanism. 
 We shall now look at the relevance and 

application of various concepts of 
geometry in the fields of architec-
ture and urbanism in this region. 
This study might be helpful 
in shedding some light on the 
evolution of various epistemolog-
ical paradigms of planning and 
design of spaces. When we look at 
the layout patterns of the earliest 
Neolithic settlements of Moen-
jo-Daro and Harappa along the 
River Indus and River Ravi re-
spectively, one is surprised to see 
the sense of order and planning 
in the form of grid-iron layouts of 
streets and blocks. It is
certainly indicative of a high level 
of advancement and civilisation. 
 The same sense of order is 
seen in the slightly later Buddhist 
cities belonging to the Gandhara 
civilisation in which grid-iron 
planning and axial symmetry is 
maintained. This type of devel-
opment is reflective of the con-
nections and contacts this region 
had with other parts of the known 
world, as well as the foreign influ-
ences this region absorbed as part 
of its cultural evolution.
 Though we do not have sur-
viving examples of Hindu Shahi 
towns, we do have fairly intact 

examples of their architecture that 
displays a high level of understanding of geometry 
and proportioning system. The spatial layouts in 
this tradition were mainly ritualistic in nature. Few 
incomplete surviving examples of this period like 
the town of Malot in the eastern part of the Salt 
Range display a clear segregation of the sacred and 
the profane as discussed 
earlier in the essay. The 
temples are on the hill-
top and form the acrop-
olis, followed by the 
necropolis on the slopes 
and the town at the base. 
Medieval cities of this 
region are rather confus-
ing in their layouts and 
planning, firstly because 
these are living cities and 
secondly the medieval 
parts of these cities form 
a palimpsest that cannot 
be easily deciphered. 
 These old-
er parts of the cities 
have absorbed various 
cultural influences and 
have transformed greatly 
over time. One can only 
rely on conjectures to 
complete a vague picture 
of how these cities might 
have looked originally. 
The walled city of Lahore 
is particularly a very 
interesting example. It 
presents its reader with 
a striking dichotomy. 
There are two distinct 
and contrasting planning 
types present side by 
side: the citadel con-
taining the fort and the 
imperial mosque with a 
perfectly formal layout 

based opon sacred Islamic geometry and below it the 
rest of the Walled City with its almost organic laby-
rinthine layout patterns interspersed with examples 
of formal geometry like the Wazir Khan Mosque 
complex. 
 This dichotomy raises certain very pertinent 
queries regarding the purpose and use of geometry 
as a tool for the structuring of the built environ-
ment, especially in the case of medieval Lahore. The 
question arises whether sacred geometry was used 
only in the designing of spaces and structures of the 
royalty, or whether the Walled City of Lahore, being 
a living city transformed over time and the spaces 
that were once laid out on formal geometry subdi-
vided beyond recognition.
 The British Colonial planning of Lahore 
was based upon formal Baroque and neo-classical 
layouts for the fairly obvious purpose of initially 
intimidating the inhabitants of the city with the 
scale of urban spaces, and later for disciplining the 
society on modern lines. The formal planning and 
sense of zoning in the Colonial Period marks the 
beginning of the modern period in the Subcontinent 
that later culminated into less picturesque and more 
utilitarian spatial layouts.The most important urban 
planning exercise undertaken after partition was the 
design and layout of the new capital city, Islamabad, 
for which a modern rationalist approach was pre-
ferred over the traditional or empirical. That might 
be partly because Doxiadis was a Greek planner and 
partly because the young country at the time was 
quite willing to embrace modernity and a modernist 
outlook.
 Lastly, we shall look at the planning models 
adopted and followed in the past few decades. It is 
sad to note that the most noticeable, or rather, the 
only typology in planning and layout of new parts of 
cities and satellite towns is based on consumerism 
that follows the neo liberal model driven mainly 
by market forces. All the significance and purpose 
of geometry, traditional or otherwise appears to be 
irrelevant and meaningless when major planning 
decisions are taken by developers instead of planners 
and architects. The only thing consistent is 
arbitrariness.

 
Syed Faisal Sajjad is a professor of architecture at the 
National College of Arts, Lahore.

Window inside Emperor Humayun’s tomb in Delhi, India, courtesy Dreamstime

‘Order’ found its physical manifestation in the shape 
of formal geometry that governed the structure of 
spaces and buildings. Belief and everything stem-
ming from it served as the basic idea upon which all 
things were based: from the city form, to livelihood, 
to art and craft practices. It was something intro-
spective that found its expression in abstraction.
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The Houdini of illusion:
Shakeel Siddiqui

R e t r o s p e c t i v e  |  M a r c h  2 0 1 8

by Rumana Husain

n 10th January at around 9.00 pm Sha-
keel had posted on our Whatsapp group 
two videos of classic old songs sung by 
Khursheed: “Panchi Bawra” and “Ghata 

Ghanghor Ghor”. I had always thoroughly enjoyed 
his choice of songs and his banters directed towards 

someone or the other in our close-knit CIAC chat 
group of artist friends. The next morning I had left 
Karachi for Lahore. I got a phone call from our com-
mon friend Seema the same evening trying to tell me 
in a choked voice that our friend was no more! The 
news of Shakeel’s passing away left us devastated.
 Shakeel Siddiqui was born in Karachi where 
his parents had migrated from Hyderabad Deccan. 
According to him, his father was a ‘Sunday painter’ 
therefore his children also enjoyed painting on Sun-
days. Although Shakeel completed his Matriculation 

with Science subjects, his heart was in the Arts. He 
was a year older to me. In 1969 we had both ob-
tained admission at the Central Institute of Arts & 
Crafts, Karachi (CIAC). Syed Ali Imam (Imam sahib 
for all of us) was the school’s Principal from 1967 to 
1971, after which he left to set up his own art space, 

the Indus Gallery. He taught us drawing and some-
times gave lessons on European and American art 
history.
 However, by 1971 Shakeel had left for the 
US to study in New York at the Art Students League 
for almost two years. After his return to Karachi, 
he joined the CIAC once again. He was now my 
junior, but despite that our friendship did not suffer. 
There was a maximum of 80 students in the school, 
which roughly meant 20 per year, as it was a four-
year course and friendships transcended across 

those four years. The disciplines taught then were 
Fine Art, Sculpture and Graphic Design, but most 
students opted for the latter as it ensured a job and a 
livelihood, and was aptly but rather crudely known 
in those days as ‘Commercial Art’.
 I recall that before Shakeel left, there was 
one particular session in which Imam sahib was 
showing us slides of various paintings, of not only 
masters from the 17th century such as Rembrandt, 
but also Andrew Wyeth’s 1948 work, ‘Christina’s 
World’. The way he explained the moving scene in 
the painting – which is one of the most recognized 
works in American art, left a deep impression on all
of us.

O

Shakeel Siddiqui, oil on canvas, courtesy Art Chowk

Shakeel Siddiqui, oil on canvas,  courtesy Clifton Art Gallery

Shakeel Siddiqui, oil on canvas, courtesy ArtCiti

Artist’s protrait, courtesy the writer
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However, for Shakeel it was perhaps in that moment 
that he had decided what he wanted to do in life and 
his pursuit took him closer towards the exacting 
realism of his paintings.
 Much has been written about the artist’s 
oeuvre. He was referred as the ‘Houdini’ of illu-
sion, and that it is not his craft of rendering but his 
brilliance in composing the various elements in his 
paintings that distinguishes him and made him one 
of the most significant artists of the country. One of 
his paintings showing the back of a canvas in bub-
ble-wrap secured casually with masking tape could 
make the viewer want to stick her fingers in the 
bubbles and burst them! Similarly, a lace table-cloth 
or a green towel thrown on the back of a chair, or a 
curtain ‘moving’, a half open wooden window, an old 
fashioned blind or chiq through which one could 
(somewhat) see houses across the street, made one 
want to touch and feel all those different textures.
 Shakeel had returned from the US all 
charged up with his exposure to the works of the 
best artists in the world. Not only did his training 
in NYC do him good but his visits to art museums 
and art galleries there and elsewhere in the Western 
world had left him deeply inspired. His dream of 

being ‘conservative’. His painting was sold and Syed 
Ali Imam encouraged the young artist to continue in 
the same style. Besides Imam sahib, our other teach-
ers included noted artists Rashid Arshed and Bashir 
Mirza (‘BM’ for him was coined in our times).
 Shakeel was offered a solo show at the BM 
Gallery in 1978 and at the Indus Gallery in 1996. 
Chawkandi Gallery held his solo show in the year 
2000. In 2001 Shakeel had a solo in London where 
he also completed a short course in restoration of 
old paintings. That training was useful when he 
was offered the restoration job of more than 100 
paintings of the Pakistani master painter Sadequain, 
including the large 60 x 8 ft mural, which is now 
housed in the State Bank Museum in Karachi. After 
a solo in Holland in 2003, the following year he 
again held a one-man show in London. Shakeel had 
lived in Dubai for almost 13 years, teaching at Dubai 
International Art Centre from 1992 to 2004. He had 
also held several solos in Dubai and in Canada in 
2008 and 2013.
 Outwardly, Shakeel appeared as this metic-
ulous and serious artist – which he indeed was – but 
he was the funniest in our group of friends. 

The livewire, who 
made us roll with 
laughter at his 
repartees and jokes. 
Unfortunately, Sha-
keel was diabetic, 
overweight, negligent 
of his health, and his 
eyesight had taken a 
serious beating due to 
the intricate brush-
work that he carried 
out in artificial light 
all night long. Each 
time we brought up 
our concerns about 
his health, he made 
light of it. He lived 
alone in an apartment 
in Clifton.
 Canada was his 

second home, and his only child – daughter Zainab 
lives there. Shakeel visited her less than two months 
ago before he called it quits forever.

(Shakeel Siddiqui May 26, 1951 – January 11, 2018)

visiting Andrew Wyeth’s studio had also come true. I 
can’t remember if his art class visited Wyeth’s studio 
in Maine or in Pennsylvania (or both, as Wyeth had 
two studios), but back at the CIAC Shakeel often 
spoke about his desire to paint like the masters…like 
Wyeth, or to be able to get the striking chiaroscuro 
effects that he was awed by in Caravaggio and Rem-
brandt’s works.
 At the Art Students League Shakeel majored 
in portraiture. He also got an opportunity to hold a 
solo show in Portland, Maine in 1972. After he grad-
uated from the CIAC in Fine Art in 1975, he focused 
on portraits and figurative works. He always enjoyed 
working in oil on canvas and seldom picked up any 
other medium. Soon after, when he moved towards 
still-life, he continued in the same medium.
 The modern art world moved on from Im-
pressionism to Minimalism and in the 60s to Con-
ceptual Art (e.g. Performance Art, Installation Art, 
Video Art, etc.), and later, in the same decade, the 
Photorealism manner of painting had also appeared. 
In this style, the subjects were painted in a highly 
detailed way, resembling photographs. This Photo-
realism was largely inspired by Pop-Art, but it wasn’t 
whimsical like the latter. Photorealism gave way to 
Hyperrealism, with leading artists such as Chuck 
Close, Richard Estes, Audrey Flack, Jason de Graaf, 
Steve Mills, and others making still-life paintings in 
acrylics and oils.

Rumana Hussain is trained as a graphic designer from 
Central Institute of Arts & Crafts, Karachi. She is a 
teacher, educational consultant, illustrator, author and 
free-lance contributor. She is also a Founding Member 
and Honorary Member Executive Committee of 
I AM KARACHI.

“Shakeel has been termed a 
Hyperrealist or  a 

Superrealist.”
 It was in 1979 when Shakeel painted a table 
covered with a lace table-cloth for the first time that 
people sat up and noticed him and unlike Wyeth, 
whose popularity with the American people was not 
accompanied by the approval of art critics, Shakeel 
did not get any negative backlash from critics for

Shakeel Siddiqui, oil on canvas, courtesy Art Chowk

Shakeel Siddiqui, oil on canvas, 2015, courtesy Art Chowk

Shakeel Siddiqui, oil on canvas, courtesy Artists Network

Shakeel Siddiqui, oil on canvas, courtesy Clifton Art Gallery
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Muzaffarabad|
Standing strong 
as a mountain

P h o t o  E s s a y  |  J u l y  2 0 1 8

by
 Raheel Lakhani

Pablo Picasso said, “You cannot go against nature. She is stronger than the strongest of men. We 
can permit ourselves some liberties, but in details only.”  Muzaffarabad, AJK was reduced to the 
debris in the devastating earthquake in 2005. There exists almost no such household which 
did not witness any death in their family. If nature asserted its power, it was the utmost power 
of human nature to rise from the ashes and rebuild their future. Both the people of AJK and 
volunteers from across Pakistan helped in the humanitarian rehabilitation. A decade later, 
AJK still boasts an 87.70 education score as per SDPI 2017 report. 
My recent visit to the area reminded me of the paradox 
that we might think that natureis above us but we, 
as humans, are also nonetheless a 
part of nature.

Raheel Tajuddin Lakhani is an educational design professional and a self-taught 
photographer. He is a recipient of High Honors in Master of Education from

 The Aga Khan University.
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Pearls of Peace at Jamshoro:
2nd International Watercolor 
Biennale 2018

F e a t u r e s  |  M a r c h  2 0 1 8

by Maheen Aziz
rom small cities to big countries there is 
always something – food, music, tourist 
spots, culture, its people – that makes it a 
special place for visitors. For the locals it 
becomes their pride and honor. When we 

hear of the name Jamshoro[i], what springs to mind 
immediately are images of the Ranikot Fort[ii].
 However, there is more to Jamshoro than 
meets the eye. Jamshoro has been a center of cul-
tural and traditional events and has more than just 
historical significance. It can not be denied that the 
educational institutes in Jamshoro have carried the 
city to greater heights of accomplishments where 
present day events like the International Biennales 
are hosted by the academe.
 This year Jamshoro had the honor of hosting 
the Second International Watercolor Biennale, 
‘Pearls of Peace, Season II’ in collaboration with the 
International Watercolor Society (IWS) at the Center 
of Excellence in Art and Design (CEAD) of the 
Mehran University of Engineering and Technology 
(MUET). The event took place on February 14, 2018. 
It was a symphony of watercolors which brought 
national and international artists from more than 60 
countries under one roof.
 Ali Abbas Syed[iii] curated the second 
season of the Watercolor Biennale at MUET, Jams-
horo. Syed is a renowned watercolorist himself. 
He was also the recipient of the prestigious Gold 
Medal Award at the Biennale held in Spain in 2014. 
His work is recognized on national and 
international levels. He paints the people 
of Thar within the environment they are 
most familiar with. The artist is influenced 
by sufism which is strongly reflected in his 
works.
 The biennale was inaugurated 
by Anna Ruffino, the Consul General of 
Italy in Pakistan. Alongside, were the Vice 
Chancellor of  Mehran University, Prof. Dr. 
Muhammad Asalm Uqaili, Dean Prof. Dr. 
Khan Muhammad Brohi, Director CEAD 
Prof. Dr. Bhai Khan Shar, President IWS 
Globe Atanur Dogan, President IWS Paki-
stan Prof. Ali Abbas Jaffery, Prof. Dr. S. M. 
Qureshi and Prof. Hameer Soomro.
 MUET cordially welcomed the 
foreign and local artists with bouquets and flowers. 
The passageway was decorated with soaring flags 
of all the foreign countries to respect the national 
sentiments of the foreign artists. The guests, media 
persons, local and foreign artists were taken to an 
open garden where a cultural folk band was in full 
swing to greet the guests with Sindh’s cultural music. 
They also played a very famous Sindhi folk song “Ho 
Jamalo” which intrigued the foreign artists to dance 
to the tune.
 From music to paintings, MUET was em-
bellished with the essence of art that didn’t let the 
foreigners and locals feel a difference of color, race, 
language and especially culture.
 After an hour of joy and fun the inaugura-
tion ceremony took place at the A.R Nagori Gallery 
which is situated within the campus.

F     The gallery 
sparkled with 
the ‘pearls’ 
displayed all 
across the 
room. The 
Counsel Gen-
eral was tak-
en through 
the galleries 
to witness a 
treasure of 
watercol-
ors which 
adorned the 
halls.
        As soon 
as the gallery 
opened, the 
foreign and 
local artists 
were sur-
rounded by art enthusiasts, dignitaries, writers and 
students who came to Jamshoro to meet these artists, 
experience this grand event and get some words of 
wisdom for their future endeavors.
 The walls of the A.R. Nagori Gallery were 
solely reserved for foreign artists’ work. From land-
scapes to portraits, flowers to birds, animals to fruits, 
the walls of the gallery space were flooded with 

watercolor paintings from around the world.
 The other rooms were adorned with the 
watercolor paintings by nationally renowned and 
emerging artists. The local artists showed a refined 
variety of watercolors depicting the village and city 
life from which they belonged. They enhanced the 
culture and simplicity of the country whereas, the 
budding watercolorists focused on the portraits of 
the local people and highlighted the city life in their 
work.
 The gallery, thronged with countless art 
enthusiasts, which had the honor of displaying 444 
watercolor paintings of both foreign and local artists 
and more than 20 foreign and 50 local artists were 
present at the event. They spoke to the students, vis-
itors and media about their experience in Pakistan 
and about exhibiting their art.

 There were more than 60 countries in total 
who participated in the biennale. Among them were: 
Pakistan, USA, Canada, Turkey, Serbia, Bulgaria, 
Hong Kong, Italy, United Kingdom, Saudi Arabia, 
Spain, India, Iran, Bangladesh, Belgium, Bolivia, 
Brazil, Malaysia, Japan, China, Denmark, Ghana, 
Egypt, Germany, Netherlands, Philippines, Slovakia, 

Peru, Nepal, Ukraine, Portugal, Indonesia, 
Switzerland, France, Thailand and the list 
goes on.
 Atanur Dogan, the founder and 
President of the IWS, said: “The branch of 
IWS in Pakistan is the strongest and this 
biennale has proven its purpose of arranging 
it, that is, to introduce the art of one country 
to another and spread love among them.”
 “The participants have enjoyed this 
face of Pakistan which they never imagined 
due to all the negativity spread across the 
media. They now know that Pakistan is a 
peaceful and peace-loving state and the im-
age is completely contrary to what they have 
heard before visiting the country,” he further 
added.
 The gracious hosts ensured that the 

artists and visitors alike were well taken care of. Hi-
tea and dinner was arranged with a variety of local 
and international dishes.
 After tea, all the artists, guests and students 
proceeded to the auditorium for the award ceremo-
ny. Visitors reached the auditorium via vans and pri-
vate cars and the place was completely packed with 
a fervent audience. The award ceremony began with 
the National Anthem sung by the students of MUET, 
after which the play ‘Silence’ was performed by the 
students of CEAD. The short play was based on the 
reality of today. It was a strong commentary on the 
significance of the role of media. The play ended 
with a very powerful message about the inquiry and 
the quest for truth, and the role of justice to save the 
nation from disastrous implications. 
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Everyone appreciated the efforts of the students of 
CEAD who all proved that great talent along with 
strong concepts are emerging out of Jamshoro.
 Addressing the award ceremony, the Vice 
Chancellor of MUET, Prof. Dr. Muhammad Aslam 
Uqaili said:
 “Art is the way to spread love and peace. 
‘Pearls of Peace, Season II’ has again proved to be an 
event that could help us change the image of the land. 
Artists have a different and 
beautiful way of portraying 
issues of today’s world.”
 The Director of 
CEAD, Prof. Bhai Khan 
Shar remarked:
 “I thank all the 
foreign and local artists who 
have come here to make the 
event a historical moment 
and  have gathered together 
to spread the message of love, 
peace and harmony within 
the region and across the 
globe. I hope that this event 
will bring fruitful results 
to the country and play a 
pivotal role in changing the 
image of Pakistan around 
the world.”
 The Italian Consul 
General, Anna Ruffino in 
her speech greeted the audi-
ence in Urdu which won their hearts. She said that 
it is her pleasure to be in Pakistan. She believed that 
the biennale was an exciting event and would convey 
the message of love all over the world.
 After speeches and performances, the award 
ceremony began with an appreciation of the services 
of eminent Pakistani artists who live in the country 
and its diaspora and commended the roles of these 
foreign artists. Appreciation, excellence and lifetime 
achievement trophies were awarded to the nominat-
ed artists.
 The Star Award was given to Atanur Dogan, 
the President of IWS. After receiving the award, 
Dogan delivered a speech in which he said:
 “Born and brought up in Turkey, I founded 
the IWS in 2011 in Teos, Turkey and a branch was 
opened in 2015 with an eminent artist, Ali Abbas 
Syed. I want to tell all the people present today that art 
gives a message of peace and love. People should see 
this face of Pakistan and not the negativity portrayed 
about the country. I thoroughly enjoyed the second 
season of “Pearls of Peace” and wish all the artists the 
best in life.”
 “We have all become 
a family and new members 
keep adding to it every year. 
This is how we are expand-
ing, not only as an organi-
zation but as a family and 
successfully spreading the 
message of love, peace and 
harmony all over the world” 
he further added.
 The Queen Award, 
eqipped with a tiara, was 
given to Ze Ze from Hong 
Kong. The Excellence and 
Appreciation awards were 
given to the foreign water-
colorists who had remark-
able journeys as artists. 
Awards were also presented to Anna Massinissa 
from Italy, Linda Doll, John Salminen, Kathlene 
Conover, Thomas W. Schaller, Stella Canfield from 
USA, Teresa Jorda Vito, Pablo Ruben, Angela Barbie, 
Isabel Moreno from Spain, Sergey Temerev, IIya 
Ibryaev, Konstantin Sterkhov from Russia, Huang 
Hua Zhao, Liu Yi, Zhou Tianya from China, David 
Poxon, Joe Dowden, Graham Berry from England, 
Lafe from Thailand, Rajkumar Sthabathy, Milind 
Mulick, Rajat Subhra from India, Selma Todorova 
from Bulgaria, Endre Penovac, Dusan Djukaric, 
Pedja, Acimovic from Serbia and many other artists. 

The Excellence Award was given to Marjorie Hus-
sain, a well-deserved and prominent art writer, 
critic and author of many books. She is the recipient 
of many national and international awards for her 
countless services for the arts. The Lifetime Achieve-
ment Award was presented to Syed Moazzam Ali, 
a renowned watercolorist of Pakistan who is well 
recognized and appreciated all over the world. He 
has taken the medium to new heights of success each 

time he exhibits his work. Ali is a well-known and 
eminent name in the field of figurative painting and 

his majestic watercolor techniques are praised, not 
only at a national level but all around the world.

  Ali was previously crowned the “Master of 
Watercolors” by the Whitney Museum of New York 
in 2007 due to his innovative techniques in water-
color and won the International Award.  In 2008, 
a book titled “Moazzam Ali” was published in his 
honor. Later in 2016 he was awarded the “Pride of 
Performance” by the Government of Pakistan.
 “He deserves more than this, maybe different 
awards every year. He is a magician; he paints with 
a technique that few have mastered. He is a treasure 
for the country, no doubt.” – Jamal, another fellow 
watercolorist remarked.

The other established artists who won awards due to 
their excellence and command in watercolors were 
Hajra Mansoor, Ameer Hassan Rizvi, Sarfaraz Mus-
sawir, Abdul Haye, Fateh Halepoto amongst others.
 The award ceremony ended with folk and 
cultural music by a famous band of Jamshoro and 
then a grand group photograph was taken of all the 
artists, local and foreign, with their awards, along 
with organizers, teachers and students, capturing 

this memorable moment in 
history.
 Dogan ended the 
ceremony by singing a 
national song of Pakistan 
‘Jeeway Jeeway’ on stage 
and invited everyone to 
sing along with him. The 
artists also set a record 
by painting a 22-meter 
long sheet on the lawns of 
CEAD. This huge painting 
was made by 15 foreign 
artists, including Liu Yi 
from China, Ze Ze from 
Hong Kong, Endre Peno-
vac from Serbia and 10 
local artists. The painting 
focused on the different 
aspects of the local village 
life and Tharparkar.
 The second season 
of ‘Pearls of Peace’ proved 

to be a peaceful event that 
has made history by bringing a large number of 
artists from all over the world on the same platform, 

ensuring that the legacy of 
watercolor is well appre-
ciated and recognized ev-
erywhere in the world. In 
fact, watercolor is possibly 
the oldest medium known 
since its early use by cave 
dwellers who would paint 
with natural material 
found from earth to add 
life to the drawings made 
on the walls of their caves.
 Watercolor is not an 
easy medium to master and 
Pakistan is bestowed with 
watercolorists like Zain ul 
Abideen, Syed Moazzam 
Ali, Ali Abbas Syed, Abdul 

Hayee, Zahin Ahmed, M.A. Ahad and many such 
who have taken watercolors to a high levels of matu-
rity.
 Speaking to various local artists at the bi-
ennale about the future of watercolors, and how the 
past years have affected the medium, the artists were 
confident about the future of watercolor. They further 
said that there should be more events and workshops 
that should enhance the importance and history of 
watercolor to educate the emerging watercolorists. 
Witnessing events like these we are anticipative and 
confident as it has set the wheels in motion and the 
future of watercolor seems promising. A technique 
best known for its vulnerability of medium, best used 
to portray emotive and analytical narratives from 
primeval times to present, I would like to honor the 
event by concluding this essay with a pertinent quote: 

“You will see – in the future, I will live by my 
watercolors.”[iv]

Endnotes:
[i] A city in Sindh and the capital of the Jamshoro District.
[ii] Also known as the Great Wall of Sindh, it is the histori-
cal fort near Sann, Jamshoro.
[iii] Currently an Assistant Professor at the Centre of Excel-
lence in Art and Design, Mehran University, Jamshoro and 
also Country Representative, International Watercolour 
Society (IWS) Pakistan.
[iv] Winslow Homer

Maheen Aziz is an Assistant Editor and Writer at 
Artnow Pakistan and is the Manager at Al-Nissa 
Communications.

All images courtesy, Center of Excellence in Art and Design (CEAD) of MUET.
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Rasheed Araeen’s 
Shamiyana: Food for Thought, 
Thought for Change

R e t r o s p e c t i v e  |  J u n e  2 0 1 8

by Amra Ali
he complexity of Rasheed Araeen’s vast 
trajectory poses challenging issues of 
interpretation. Its interface with the 
historical past of art in Pakistan of the 50s 
and 60s, and his subsequent migration 

to first Paris and then the UK, and emergence as a 
major player in the international art discourse; these 
aspects are the tip of the iceberg, besides there being 
complex issues of interpretation and context of mod-
ernism.

“Araeen is perhaps the only 
living artist in Pakistan, who 
has seen and shown with the 
early artists such as Chughtai, 
Zubeida Agha, Anna Molka, 
Sadequain, and continues to 

produce new work today.” 
He has been part of the recent editions of Art Dubai, 
Documenta 14, the Venice Biennial, Frieze Art Fair 
and other important shows, including an extensive 
retrospective that opened at the Van Abe Museum, 
Holland, and is to travel to Geneva and Moscow in 
2018. This continuity of Araeen has conversed with 
the past and the present, with the past as present, 
and into the future. His is a holistic approach of 
producing, writing, editing and curating, with a 

strong emphasis on responding to the structure of 
discourse. In his wider approach he is a non-artist, 
an engineer, who has looked at art and aesthetics 
closely, but always responded as an outsider. He 
has chosen to move art outside the prism of the 
white cube and institution, seen by him as imposed 
parameters of discourse, that limit the flow of cre-
ativity. Araeen has also presented a cohesive body of 
solutions to questions of the unequal distribution of 
resources and wealth, championing the cause of the 
underprivileged and the persecuted.  
 He has created a space quite apart from the 
artistic trends within Pakistan and forged innovative 

see within Pakistan, but the relation to land remains 
largely a fetish of distant and exotic space. Araeen 
gives the example of Richarg Long’s long walks in 
distant lands, from where he collected specimens 
of land and exhibited them in western museums. 
He criticizes Long and the conceptual art of the 
60s, calling it a blunder of “bourgeois altruism”. It 
was later published in detail in his book, ‘Art Be-
yond Art, Eco-Aesthetics: A Manifesto for the 21st 
Century’ (Third Text Publications, 2010). He writes 
in the chapter, ‘Return to Balochistan: Nominalizing 
Bourgeois Aesthetics’: 
“Their self-centered discourse offered a fantasy, 
which they could manipulate conceptually and 

present as a work of art. If a land appeared, 
particularly through the camera eye, as a 

wilderness, it was only because they did not want 
to see or allow their eyes to penetrate beyond 

what they wanted to see/the people who
inhabited the land either disappeared from their 

gaze or became objects”. 

inroads into the issues of 
(western) modernity. He 
has moved beyond the 
present, always, choos-
ing ‘alternate’ solutions 
and thereby disrupting 
the norms of artistic 
directions. It would be a 
challenging task for any 
writer to connect the 
many reference points 
of Araeen’s vision into 
one body of work (of 
writing or curating), as it 
re-emerges throughout 
the last sixty years in dif-
ferent forms, but that also 
connects the present to 
their histories. At the in-
terface of many histories, 
of those within Pakistan 
and in the West, Araeen 
belongs to many times. 
I remember writing an 
article around 2002, when 
he presented his first draft 
of the Theory of Nomi-
nalism at Suman House, 
that now houses the 
Goethe-Institute. Araeen delivered the lecture to an 
audience of artists, writers and friends of art who 
listened in a deafening silence. There was only one 

awkward interruption, when a young artist who was 
probably bored, decided to leave, and the sound of 
her heels made Araeen stop till she finally made her 
way out of the hall. There was not a single comment 
or question raised. Considering that this was a 
turning point in Araeen’s career, where he moved his 
attention to the cultivation of land in Balochistan, it 
was no surprise that the art community did not and 
could not relate to the concept of social reform as an 
art project. Araeen’s idea was to bring the social into 
the aesthetics of art where the ownership of the ‘art’ 
would belong to unknown participants in the future. 
There are somewhat similar examples that we do 

T

‘Zero to Infinity’ by Rasheed Araeen, 2015, courtesy Artsy

Portrait of the artist, courtesy Socrates Mitsios

‘Lovers’, Rasheed Araeen, 1968, courtesy Tate Modern
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 This essay, therefore, is an account, of ideas 
and thoughts around the trajectory of Araeen, and 
as a context to a brief discussion around the recent 
work, ‘Shamiyaana: Food for Thought,Thought for 
Change’, that was conceived for Documenta 14, 
2017, in Athens. Simultaneously, for Kassel, Araeen 
installed a reading room with a complete edition of 
Third Text, that he has edited, with tables and chairs 
made using this module cubes and diagonals. They 
“bring together his structures, with his path making 
intervention in the critical discourse of post colonial-
ism and globalization through writing and editing”, 
writes Michael Newman 
in an essay for the cata-
logue of Araeen’s current 
retrospective touring from 
the Netherlands to Russia. 
As mentioned earlier, the 
complexity of the narrative 
makes it impossible not to 
connect the overlapping 
layers of concerns and his-
torical contexts to which he 
belongs. Araeen is a perfect 
case of artist, whose work 
takes you to unexpected di-
rections, in endless detours 
of discussion. That is one 
aspect that people in the art 
community typically resist 
in Pakistan. Neat packages, 
praiseworthy accounts of 
glamorous art and artists 
do not leave much room for 
dissent or discussion.
 So, let’s begin at this end of history first, 
looking at his work at Documenta 14, and more spe-
cifically the Shamiyaaana at Kotzia Square, Athens.  
We see a post-modernist, who forges ahead with 
an idea (and let us also acknowledge the idealism), 
fearless of the concerns of the (art) market, in fact in 
total disregard of it. How can Araeen be interpreted 
in this case?  The room for re-interpretation comes 
later.
 One of my concerns, in reading Araeen, 
after having written on his work, and curating it, 
is how to make Araeen accessible. One thing that 
I noticed when curating ‘Homecoming’, his mini 
retrospective at the VM Gallery, Karachi in 2014-15, 
was the lack of connection by the audience of writ-
ers, artists and educationists to the work. There were 
writers who excused themselves because they felt the 
difficulty of writing on Araeen, and there were those 
who wrote descriptive ‘reviews’ without attempting 
to critique. Some of this has to do with the politeness 
of art writing, and the caution with which we phrase 
words, the self -censorship we impose, newspaper 
editors who are vary of backlash by gallerists on art-
ists they show, all because of the affect on their sales. 
The point is that gallery-based dynamics and control 

makes understanding Araeen even more cumber-
some.
 The lack of discussion by the art critics, of 
course, may stem from the missing connections to 
histories, which have simply not been studied or 
critiqued. Our connections to modernity itself have 
not been studied academically or otherwise. The 
linkages and knowledge that resides in the study of 
the many strands of modernity in Pakistan have not 
been under study, and therefore, we have disjointed 
links, even to the work of pioneers such as Zubaida 
Agha, whose work Araeen saw in the 50s in Karachi.

In Athens, the Shamiyaana was situated in the 
middle of the Kotzia Square, an important meeting 
point with municipal buildings on one side and the 
financial district on the other. Kotzia Square, which, 
had been run down and abandoned for many years, 
was revived by immigrant families, with a food mar-
ket started nearby in the 1980s. Fokidis, in conver-
sation with this writer, remarked on the fragility and 
criticality of the work. It was installed right in front 
of the municipality building and the Greek National 
Bank on the other side, making visible the precar-
ious economic condition of Greece, its growing 

number of homeless:  
“Rasheed Araeen ap-
proached Athens and its 
perplexity in the most sen-
sitive way.  He seemed to be 
able to hear the city’s voice, 
it’s needs, and its possibili-
ties. His Shamiyaana, in its 
four colors and patterns, as 
it stood critically in front of 
the town of Athens, invited 
a multiplicity of subjectivi-
ties to mingle freely-beyond 
restrictions caused by a set 
of factors and the configura-
tions of power as we know 
them.  Rasheed probably 
thought that time, inter-
action and the return of 
lost dignity is what people 
needed to co-exist in pro-
found ways. The food was 
cooked fresh and served for 

over three months in the wounded space of Athens. It 
offered a possibility for this special meeting-between 
different constituencies, lonely souls, people carrying 
different urgencies, that do not necessarily meet.  The 
experiment worked. By approaching the city, in its 
platonic sense, the polis- not as a mere site but as a 
body of fluctuating citizens, Araeen brought back, the 
warmth and security of the broken domesticity, that 
used to be an essential force in the location-and an 
alternative to the western idea of the welfare state. 
Shamiyaana was a gesture that continues beyond time 
and space as was embodied by all its participants, and 
beyond Art of course”.
 Testimonials from participants have been 
uploaded on the website of Documenta, many of 
which are touching accounts of this shared and 
collaborative work.  Katerina Lygonki, an invigilator 
at Kotzia, emails this writer, on the different levels of 
participation, such as one lady who used to turn up 
every day just to make sure that people did not waste 
food. One gentleman was so inspired that he offered 
to teach visitors one word of Greek everyday for the 
100 days. There are other stories, many of which 
focus on people and their conversations, those who 
came together in this curated space to lend support, 
discuss politics etc. 

“It offered a possibility for 
this special meeting between 
differentconstituencies, 
lonely souls, people carry-
ing different urgencies, that 
do not necessarily meet.”              

‘Shamiyaana–Food for Thought: Thought for Change’ Rasheed Araeen, Canopies with geometric patchwork, cooking, and eating - documenta 14, Kotzia Square, Athens 2016-17

‘Shamiyaana–Food for Thought: Thought for Change’ Rasheed Araeen- documenta 14, Kotzia Square, Athens - Aerial View

The influence of the strong black of Zain ul Abedin 
on Araeen in the early years has only come into 
discussion recently, as Araeen spoke briefly on it at 
a discussion at the Lahore Literary Festival, 2016. In 
the publication, ‘Homecoming’ that accompanied 
the Karachi show, Ifitkhar Dadi and I wrote about 
the connections to Anwar Jalal Shemza and the 
nature of Araeen’s painting, though briefly. Let us 
remember that apart from being an artist, he is also 
a critic. He founded and edited ‘The Black Phoenix’, 
Third Text, and Third Text Asia and has been an in-
fluential voice on post- colonial discourse for many 
decades.  
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Fokidis says that at one point there were so many people in 
line for food that fights broke out, and the organizers had to 
give colored tokens.  
 The Shamiyaana speaks of the resilience of the 
artist, who, undeterred by current or past trends, made 
this generous gesture of bringing participants, many locals, 
refugees and tourists in tolerance of each, in this shared 
space. Ofcourse, this was another structure by Araeen, this 
time outside a museum or a gallery, carrying the vision of 
past many years. If we look into its history, we see the work 
where Araeen photographs the collective meal shared of 
Qurbani food  by his family. Titled, ‘I Love it, It Loves I’ 
(1983). This was shown at the Pentonville Gallery, London 
in 1983, and was a take on Joseph Beouy’s, “I Love America; 
It Loves Me”.
 We see these recurring concerns in Araeen’s work 
through the years, addressed in different forms. Even his 
work around Nominalism stem from the desire to grow 
crops and do collective farming in order to break away from 

the dependency of repressive govern-
ments. In the context of Pakistan, the 
concept and structure of Shamiyaana 
can become a new model of aesthetics. 
It can at least expand the discourse and 
link the artist to his social context in a 
more meaningful manner. It can shift 
the emphasis on glamour, spectacle 
and appropriation of western models of 
consumerism. It can also inject partic-
ipation across the cities within the city, 
cut across ethnic and social divisions. If 
Araeen is bringing what already exists 
in the social realm, he is also using this 
work to critique a system, and more 
importantly, to find collective solutions 
where the artist is the interventionist. 

‘Shamiyaana–Food for Thought: Thought for Change’ Rasheed Araeen- documenta 14, Kotzia Square, Athens - Interior

‘Shamiyaana Food for Thought: Thought for Change’ Rasheed Araeen - Interior - The food served was based on recipes from 
around the Mediterranean, prepared on the spot by Organization Earth.
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A case for crafts
I n  F o c u s  |  J u n e  2 0 1 8

by Iram Zia Raja

s a scholar and practitioner of textile 
design, when asked about how I perceive 
the relationship between art and craft, 
it is a question I must approach with a 

discerning lens. To be reductionist in its answering 
would be a gross disservice to the complex ways 
in which art and craft have traditionally interacted 
with and fueled one another.  Inherent in the debate 
regarding art and craft in our post-colonial state is 
the premise that one is inferior to the other and vice 
versa. In my view, one cannot do without the other.
 I would like to begin at the ‘beginning’, 
that is the pre-history. A quick look at pre-historic 
records that have surfaced over the last 175 years 
enriches our knowledge base about our cave-dweller 
ancestors in a mind-blowing manner. This visual 
evidence informs us that roughly100,000 years ago, 
pre-historic humans were creating symbols, and 
ornaments; perforating sea-snails, engraving ostrich 
eggshells, grinding ocher and mixing it with other 
ingredients to make it into a paste. About 39000 
years ago, they were painting the cave walls with 
images of bisons, lions,and horses. The first sculpted 
image of a human being was created roughly 35000 
years ago, found in Germany in 2008.  A carved 
mammoth tusk resulting in a female face was found 
in France that is thought to be the oldest represen-
tation of a human face, dated 25000 years ago.  Why 
I am presenting these apparently “irrelevant” facts 
here is to join some dots and create a case for crafts.  
As a reader, observer and analyst of these records, I 
find it fascinating that along with near perfect rep-
resentation of animals, these humans were making 
marks that find their way into most of the crafts and 
folk arts around the world today.  Over thousands of 
years, these marks have appeared on countless sites 

A ample is that of the priest king from Moen-Jo-Daro 
whose shawl depicts the trefoil motif, that is still car-
ried on in the ajrak pattern. This unbroken lineage is 
ample proof of the strength of tradition.
 To further this argument, the Merri-
am-Webster dictionary giving many meanings of 
the word “craft” defines it as “an activity that in-
volves making something in a skillful way by using 

your hands”, “a job or activity that requires special 
skill”, and “an object made by skillful use of hands”. 
Interestingly, it uses the word “art” as a synonym of 
“craft”.
 Imagination stays as a major stake-holder 
in art as well as craft as Richard Lannoy, in his book 
‘The Speaking Tree: A study of Indian Culture and 
Society’, put it succinctly, “Art or silpa includes the 
full spectrum of creative activity: ritual, skill, craft, 
the formative imagination”.  E.H Gombrich seemed 
to echo a similar sentiment. He said, “the ancient 
world had no special term for what we call ‘the arts.’” 
It included a variety of skills. “This wider usage did 
not exclude an awareness of the progress of skills in 
various fields, progress that was seen as an advance 
from primitive barbarism to the higher forms of civili-
zation.” (Gombrich, 2002)
 The critics of craft imply that craft is repeti-
tive and thus requires no analytical thought process 
or imagination. Countless examples from the ralli 
tradition in the deserts of Sindh believe this concept. 
The small squares forming the main composition 
of a ralli do not essentially change form but remain 
building blocks of hundreds of thousands of imagi-
native compositions in their essence.  Similarly, the 
bagh or phulkari shawls from Swat, embroidered 
from one end of the fabric to the other are indicative 
of a passion that is too strong to ignore or to brush 
aside by saying it is repetitive, or lacks conscious 
thinking processes.  An analysis of these local motifs 
reveals close connections with the pre-historic 
and historic vast repertoire of signs and symbols.  
A strong influence of topography is also evident. 
Should, then, one ignore this wealth of visual and 
tactile arrangements as mere repetition devoid of 
any meaning or sense or seek to look deeper to find 
connectivity that might lead into a collective uncon-
scious?

“These crafts carry stories, 
nay realities in their wombs 
for us to decipher and delve 
deep into, for our sake and 

for humanity’s sake.”

in Egypt, modern day Turkey, China, India, Mesopo-
tamia and many other geographical entities.  Some-
times these have morphed into a visual language as 
well as vocabulary while at other instances, the ‘art’ 
side of this expression has taken precedence. There 
has never been a time since pre-history that recog-
nizable visuals and symbolic signage have not been 
together. 

Many a millennia ago, the perfectly symmetrical 
flint tools, the “exquisitely symmetrical” perforated 
teeth and shells, “scratching on bones and antler that 
seem intentional and ordered”, was essentially an 
interception by our ancestors who lived in caves and 
were hunter-gatherers as Nigel Spivy tells us in ‘How 
Art Made The World’. “Much small-scale or portable 
art may have vanished” as observed by Nigel Spivey, 
but it may very well have manifested itself in the 
ornamental designs of crafts, I’d like to conjecture, 
using the lens of speculative history, and as a practi-
tioner in the fields of fibre and metals . Crafts depict 
stages in history thus is linear to some extent.  There 
are gaps too, in this narrative of where we stand 
today, but every few years newer excavations bring 
forth new findings, thus filling some gaps in the 
puzzle that is the human civilization. A. K. Brohi, in 
the foreword to ‘A History of Handicrafts’ by Be-
gum Akhtar Riazuddin, spoke of craft as a great aid 
towards the reconstruction of the aesthetic history of 
any given civilization.
 Patricia Ormsby Stoddartd in her book, 
‘Ralli Quilts: Traditional Textiles from Pakistan 
and India’ draws a direct connection between the 
geometric patterns on rallis with pottery and seals 
excavated from Indus Valley Civilisation, as well as 
earlier settlement sites namely Moen-Jo-Daro, 
Mehrgarh, Amri, Pirak and Harappa. A prime ex-

Patchwork Ralli (traditional quilts of Sindhi) courtesy Pinterest

Phulkari shawl from Swat, courtesy Sarajo
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 Same principles can be applied when look-
ing at patterns in local traditional jewelry and related 
crafts to get an insight into the collective reservoir 
that is part of thousands of years.
 These crafts carry stories, nay realities in 
their womb for us to decipher and delve deep into, 
for our sake and for humanity’s sake. From hominids 
to Homo erectus to Homo Sapiens, these technolo-
gies of the past have shaped and made the world. I 
rest my case.

Art & Craft today:
 Way before the oral culture, there was craft. 
And there was art. And they co-existed and com-
plemented one another.  And they still complement 
each other. As one looks around, in today’s art world, 
especially in India and Pakistan, there are many art-
ists who are using mediums and materials that once 
lay outside the domain of art and generally were not 
considered favourable or favourite. Fibres, fabrics, 
embroideries, metal pins, metallic sheets, stone 

such as granite etc. are 
being used to convey what 
the artist wishes to. Today 
as the pre-historic and 
history-centric narratives 
come full circle, bound-
aries between art and 
craft blur and sometimes 
merge. The West has been 
witnessing it since many 
decades but the sensibil-
ity and sensitization has 
come to this part of the 
world only recently. And 
it has helped produce 
more varied kind of art, 
thanks to the craft.
             More importantly, 
the concept of studio/
atelier with many members is finding more            
audiences as artists discover new ways of coalescing 

thoughts and ideas. I would like to reproduce a 
paragraph from Richard Lannoy’s book to further 
my point:

Patchwork Ralli (traditional quilts of Sindhi) made by 
Local Women , courtesy Sindhi Dunya

Pottery from the Late Harappan Period, Indus Vally Civilization, courtesy Sutori

Iram Zia Raja is an Associate Professor of Design at 
the NCA. She is currently a doctoral candidate at the 
Punjab University.

 “At the moment when the West has reached 
the apogee of the individualist experiment 
in creative modes of expression, and seems 

to have embarked on a re-discovery of 
social, collective organization, not only 
has the non-individualistic art of the East 
aroused new and widespread occidental re-
spect, but Western individualism is being 
seriously re-examined; this is reflected in 
the Western Art of our time.  The aesthetic 
philosophy of the modern West has, in fact, 

brought us closer to the cultures of Asia”.
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Alizeh in our situation, for 
now craft is art-craft

I n  F o c u s  |  J u n e  2 0 1 8

by Dr. Shabnam Syed Khan

“The ornament added lightly by the
 craftsman to an every-day utensil is at 
once the humanization of his labour, 
and the witness that man does not live by 
bread alone.” 

 “Textiles!” Stroking the luxuriant fabric 
spread on the table, I exulted.
 “I am so proud of you Alizeh. Textiles and 
block printing! Using crafts for your thesis collection!” 
I looked up excitedly. 
 “No! Not textiles, Ma’am.” Alizeh, who now 
looked irritated, declared emphatically. The remain-
ing twenty minutes Alizeh spent explaining why the 
twenty feet long block-printed fabric was a sculpture, 
an art installation. Anything but decidedly not craft. 
Yes, it was art! I agree. But what struck me was Al-
izeh’s snobbish incredulity. How could I even think 
her piece was a kind of craft? 
 Alizeh’s (who I use as a symbol of the Paki-
stani novice artist) disdain for craft-making gave me, 
an art educator, cause to theorize about the relation, 
difference, and distance between art and craft in our 
(Pakistani) situation. Alizeh’s attitude is reflective of 
the conundrum about craft being art or not. Conun-
drum also because some of Pakistani art’s stalwarts 
claim crafts are art. The puzzle gets complicated 
when the conflicting views don’t elaborate why crafts 
are not art or why they are art! This is an old, but 
serious art ed. question, which ought to be looked at 
from different cultural and personal perspectives.
 History:  On my part, I take cue from How-
ard Risatti’s (2013) ‘Theory of Craft’, the views of art 

critics and the seminal 
treatises of Coomaraswamy, 
William Morris, George 
Birdwood, John Ruskin on 
Indian crafts. My under-
standing is summed in the 
following sub-notes:

•Western Context: ‘Art & 
Craft.’ No wonder Alizeh 
took it as an affront when 
I called her meticulously 
rendered self-expressive 
art piece craft. Because the 
world of crafts, according to 
19th-20th century west-
ern thinkers, is guided by 
aesthetic criteria that are 
different from the criteria 
of art. If the art world’s 
valued trait is self-expres-
sion, involving pure mental 
erudition, the world of craft 
derives its ethical meaning 
from the successful render-
ing of craft’s physical-utili-
tarian function. According 
to the lexicon of modern 
art, art pieces are expressive 

of original and profound ideas. Whose aesthetic 
excellence resides in the expressive contents com-
municated through formal merits such as composi-
tion; the artistic application of visual elements and 
principles that artists either know intuitively, or are 
trained in them. Art pieces project a nonphysical 
invitation to contemplate, and have symbolism that 
allows viewers to make external to artists’ own inten-
tions personal interpretations of them. This is what 
is called aesthetic discovery or response of viewers, 
which too distinguishes the aesthetics of art from 
the aesthetics of craft. The utilitarian requisite of 
craft is deemed hindrance to artistic introspection. 
Contrarily, craft-maker’s self-expression of sorts is 
dictated by the assigned function, and craftsmanship 
of individual craft pieces. Unlike individual artist 
who occupies the central stage, and each individual 
artistic invention is celebrated for its uniqueness, the 
extoling of artisan is not dependent on uniqueness, 
but on a range of almost similar craft products. The 
artisan’s mastery of handling materials, the fault-
less function, and user’s satisfaction determine the 
unique aesthetics of the craft-world.
 The artists’ ability of giving physical form 
to ideas, and viewers mental riposte to art objects is 
usually developed through distinguished academic 
training, and unlimited exposure to sophisticat-
ed works of art.  Societies that have profusion of 
art-centered institutions like art schools, galleries, 
museums, environmental art, are socially indi-
vidualistic western societies. Where modern and 
postmodern criteria of art making and art appreci-
ation dovetail with the societal and political ideals 
of individual and democratic rights. In historically 
unified cultures, art and craft have distinct aesthetic 

identities. Even if craft’s formal qualities meet popu-
lar aesthetic standards, it is never art! In fact, crafts 
have evolved into design objects in the post Bauhaus 
West. The two are separated by the conjunction and: 
Thus “art and craft!”

•Indo-Pakistan: ‘Art-Craft.’  The Indo-Pakistan sub-
continent as opposed to the individualistic West is a 
completely communitarian society. In the communi-
tarian framework, the idea of individual-genius-art-
ist has no place. Instead the ideal-type personhood is 
in the rejection of egocentricity in favor of commu-
nal-familial identity. Remaining anonymous is liber-
ating oneself from what Rumi calls the delusion of “I 
am the doer.” If the select artisans ever added their 
names, they inscribed them inconspicuously on 
their works. Papul Jayakar explaining the native In-
dian aesthetics says that whether decorative or util-
itarian (e.g. miniatures, frescos, weavings, jewelry), 
crafts were the communal channels for the physical, 
spiritual, creative, and aesthetic impulses; crafts were 
the objects of individual self-expression. According-
ly, crafts’ functional attributes are the divine acts in 
the service of humanity. George Birdwood sketches 
the most representative view of the distinctly unique 
Indo-subcontinent- aesthetic universe, where craft is 
“art-craft”:
	 •“Outside the entrance…the hereditary potter 
sits by his wheel…At the back of the houses…there 
are two or three looms at work in blue and scarlet and 
gold…In the street the brass and copper-smiths are 
hammering away at their pots…and further down…

(A. K, Coomaraswamy)

is the jeweller working rupees and golden mohurs into 
fair jewellry, bracelets, tablets and nose rings, and 
tinkling ornaments for the feet, taking his design from 
the fruits and flowers around him, or from the tradi-
tional forms represented in the paintings and carv-
ings of the great temple, which rises over the grove of 
mangoes and palms at the end of the street above the 
lotus covered village tank…at half past three or four 
in the afternoon the whole street is lighted up by the 
moving robes of the women going down to draw water 
from the tank, each with two or three water jars on 
her head; and so, the scene glows like Titain’s canvas, 
and moves like the stately procession of the Panthenaic 
frieze…This is the daily life…and in which the highest 
expression of the literature, art, and civilization has 
been stereotyped for” thousands of years.

Image courtesy the writer

Traditional hand manoeuvred Khaddar  loom, 
Kamila. Image courtesy, the Express Tribune
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and international elite. The proponents of the Arts 
and Crafts Movement had predicted that the West-
ern aesthetic criteria, if imposed on India in a hurry, 
it would confuse and diminish the organic Indian 
aesthetics. Alizeh’s contempt and Pakistani literati’s 
infatuation with crafts, is a sign of cultural depravity 
and stunted self-confidence.
 Other Situation: On the contrary, en-
trenched in the centuries-old, uninterrupted, 
evolving tradition of modernity, the Western artists, 
now ironically called ‘makers’ (karigar), are thriving. 
In the seamless post-Renaissance, postindustrial, 
post-information, postmodern, and now glob-
al-planetariut cultures, artists are creating endless 
and stunning repertoires of innovative art. Like-
wise, the recipients (viewers) of these dividends (art 
objects) are experiencing the ever growing novel art 
forms e.g. installations, interdisciplinary-media-dig-
ital art. The grandeur of art industries--showcased in 
exhibitions, call-for-curators, academic conferences, 
art auctions, highly specialized degree courses--is 
interwoven in the daily life of Western societies. Art-
ists and people alike live their indigenous cultures 
through endless artistic innovations and vice versa. 

 

It is a picture of that social context in which art-craft 
flourished in the Indo-Pakistan Subcontinent. This is 
also a picture of Coomaraswamy’s ‘Normal View of 
Art’ whose principles of “spirituality-in-utility,” “sub-
mersion of individual into communal” has remained 
at the core of all social, political, transactional, and 
artistic activities. When the unique aesthetic criteria 
of Indian crafts are invoked, the artistic virtues of In-
dian utilitarian crafts match the aesthetic credentials 
of world class art.
The above is the summary of two separate aesthetic 
criteria of paradigmatic art and paradigmatic craft 
objects, in both the Western and Indo-Pakistani 
contexts. Criteria, that are organic to their respective 
historical and cultural milieus. Where from, the arts 
and crafts originate, determine their unique or col-
lective aesthetics, and cull independent, or identical 
identities. 
 Our situation:  In the 19th century Indian 
Subcontinent, when the local artisans and recipients 
of crafts were living by (what is so beautifully coined 
in Coomaraswamy’s one-liner query ‘‘Why Exhibit 
Works of Art”) dictum, the British rulers presented 
diametrically opposite life-ideals which, represented 
in the inferior replicas of institutions of govern-
ment, industry and art colleges, were expected to be 
embraced fast-forward. Imagine the culture where 
questions like “Why Exhibit?” were genuinely posed 
in response to the newly introduced custom of 
putting up art exhibitions, and celebrating individual 
artists as brands! What social and psychological up-
heaval the once intellectually and artistically proud 
Indian society must have gone through with this 
challenge to its ideological and civilizational foun-
dations? By changing coercively the social order, the 
motive of art from service to personal gratification, 
the alien norms mutilated the self-confidence of the 
erstwhile confident artistic and inventive impulses of 
local artisans; who were called karigar.
 The rapid transformation of social values 
resulted in the decadence of artistic traditions and 
the intellectual sensibilities of artisans and people. 
The work ethics and the tastes of masses and cultur-
al elite too were shattered. The distinction between 
what should be “beautiful and what “useful,” which 
was previously unknown, forced its way in the 
karkhanas, the traditional hubs of creative indus-
tries. It didn’t take long for the elite to talk in terms 
of ‘fine art’ and ‘utilitarian craft’. The belief that art 
provides means to that beautific end of contempla-
tion; the wealth of self-understanding by making 
craft available in different guises—an ornament on 
a pitcher, the aqua square of the Katas-mandir, a 
flame red costume with a speck of green and gold, a 
courtyard with floral tiles and oil lamps, Taj Ma-
hal, a pattern running along a manuscript, Ajanta, 
convulsing figures in miniature—now appeared 
naive. Few decades, the magnificence of the layered, 
meaningful ever day craft objects that brought on 
the daily basis artisans and masses “face to face with 
own self ” became embarrassingly old-school for the 
sensibilities on the fast track of modernity. Eventu-
ally, the vast body of indigenous knowledge, which 
had crystalized into a core called Indian culture was 
abruptly discarded by elite.
 During the last two hundred years, the in-

digenous philosophy degenerated at the social, 
economic, and aesthetic levels. Using the lens of ‘De-
pendent Theory’, I claim that despite all the modern 
metropolis-like urban development, Pakistan is still 
predominantly a pre-industrial agrarian country. 
After 1947, it continues to rely, without contributing 
to the global knowledge economy, on the borrowed 
models of governance, economy, education, and 
aesthetic-creative industries. This is without re-
claiming the indigenous, original, and building atop 
organically evolved artistic innovations. This blind 
adoption has created incongruousness between the 
so-called creative expression and cultural idealism, 

Dr. Shabnam Syed Khan is former Visiting Professor 
at the GSE, Harvard University. 

“I want to tell you that the 
artificial difference and 

distance created through 
the political force severed 

the  blood-relation 
that craft and art enjoyed in 

the pre-colonial Indian
 Subcontinent.”

India, taking pride in the indigenous in Pakistan 
is discouraged. Consequently, since independence 
(1947), Pakistanis are in the double bind of western 
and Islamic. 
  Today, when novice Pakistani 
artists, like Alizeh, make art, their self-expressive 
content appears deficient and superficial. They use 
borrowed skills and intellectual vocabulary to create, 
evaluate, share and critique art. The lack of cohe-
sion between the aesthetic criteria and social ideals 
has left artists bereft of cultural capital. Hung in art 
galleries, their art fails to resonate with Pakistani 
people.  Art, through schools and popular cultural 
podiums could have been in the daily experience of 
common people, like it is in the West. However, Pa-
kistani art is for the exclusive consumption of local 

Copper Bazaar, Peshawar.  Image courtesy, News Lens Pakistan

 Dear Alizeh,  I have composed this theory 
about the relation, difference and distance between 
art and craft in Pakistani context, for you. I want to 
tell you that the artificial difference and distance cre-
ated through the political force severed the blood-re-
lation that craft and art enjoyed in the pre-colonial 
Indian subcontinent. I assure you that, in contrast 
to separate art and craft configuration in the West, 
craft, until now, is art in the Pakistani context (This 
may change in the future). So, if you make textiles, 
use block-printing, it is still art. No doubt, as a 
global-planetariat citizen, it would do you well to 
know both the Western and Indian credos of aes-
thetics. The artists in the West are also very smartly 
merging culturally different aesthetic charters with 
their modern one. The 21st century art galleries are 
calling for socially responsive art projects. They want  
to project ‘stories’, complete with concept and utility 
defined. Alizeh, the problem with us has been that 
we take things seriously when the West adopts them. 
Lest we miss, please know the West is now hell-bent 
on experimenting ‘our’ art-craft. 

Brass & Copper Market, Peshawar. Image courtesy, Karrar Haidri

Traditional weaving, Pakistan. 
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 The energy of the event was wonderful 
with the host, Art Director, Professor at the Urbino 
University, Prof. Soha Khalil and Robert Ruggeri, 
the President of UrbinoinAcquerello. The well–or-
ganized event was a succession of art workshops, 
live demonstrations, performing arts and local 
music, exhibitions and plein air at different venues of 
Urbino. In Piazza Della Repubblica, every corner of 
the street seemed to be a canvas where artists from 
around the world were blending different techniques 
into traditional watercolour to make it look more 
beautiful and artistic.
 The artists observing the beauty of Italy, 
painting the historical building of Ducal Palace and 
sweet chants of  birds and church bells echoed the 
whole of Urbino and enchanted the atmosphere. 
This would mesmerize anyone who could imagine 
the moment. It felt like heaven had descended onto 
the earth where there is peace, art, nature and love in 
a blessed package, gifted to us by God.
 The festival was more like a family gathering 
and the city was transformed into an academy where 
there were senior artists who shared their deft and 
amazing techniques through demonstrations.

 From Pakistan, Ghulam Nabi Qazi and 
Sharjil Baloch (the country representative for the 
Fabriano Urbino Watercolor Festival) were request-
ed by the Art Director to give live demonstrations in 
Urbino and then again in Fabriano. Qazi showcased 
one of his famous series, the historic architectur-
al marvels of Sindh with nimble strokes, whereas 
Baloch, a spirited artist, painted a female portrait 
which was worth celebrating.

Vedrai – In Future, Vivro I 
Miei Acquerelli

F e a t u r e s  |  J u n e  2 0 1 8

by Maheen Aziz

fter the Second International Watercolor 
Biennale in Pakistan, My husband and I 
got the opportunity to participate in the 
largest International Watercolor Festi-
val held at Urbino and Fabriano, small 

towns in Italy, due to their rich art history and long 
commitment to the art since the Renaissance.
 The birthplace of Raphael, a quiet and 
peaceful hill-town, 
Urbino is a small 
sloping hillside area 
in Italy in the region 
of Le Marche, whereas 
Fabriano is the Italian 
creative city, accord-
ing to UNESCO, and 
famous in the world 
for its handmade 
paper production.
 From archi-
tecture, to parks, to 

museums, each site of 
Urbino and Fabriano is 
blessed with extraordi-
nary and striking views of 
renaissance culture and 
each corner speaks about 
its historical and artistic 
importance.
 

 
 

 
  

The event started at 
Urbino on April 29th, 
2018, where the calf 
muscles were challenged 
as a result of walking 
through hilly topography, 
but it was worth reaching 

Piazza Della Repubblica, a famous junction where all 
the streets met.
 Cold breeze, mild 
rain and beautiful cloudy 
weather made the event 
even more energetic and 
exhilerating. The Urbino 
Watercolor Festival was 
a delightful and refresh-
ing experience as I got 
the chance to meet more 
than 500 artists from 35 
countries. Meeting and 
communicating with 
the artists from different 
countries who all spoke 
different languages was 
another exciting element 
in the tour, after the 
festival itself.

A
All images are courtesy of Mariachiara Conte
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 The country lead-
er, Mr. Ali Abbas Syed, 
an eminent watercolor 
master, spread the magic 
of his watercolors through 
live demonstration which, 
knocked everyone off 
their feet and were held in 
high regard by all, from 
the organizers to the par-
ticipants.
 These demonstra-
tions added stars to the 
festival. Other renowned 
Pakistani artists who 
could not make it to Italy 
were not left behind by 
Mr. Ali Abbas Syed who 
ensured that their artworks were part of the festival. 
Azra Wahab, Ghulam Shabbier, Javed Qamar, Sha-
keel Aslam, Shahjahan Ahmed, Saqib Akhtar, Imran 
Khan, Ishfaque Ali, Rida Batool, Fatima Amin, 
Anum Ashraf, Asya Amer, Afshan Sheikh, Kashif 
Shahzad, M Raza, Naish Rafi, Noreen Saleem, Rabia 
Nawab, Shaima Adnan and Shawkat Ali were among 
them.
  S.A. Noory and Shan Raza depicted the 
culture and beauty of Pakistan using unique tech-
niques in watercolor 
whereas, Syed Kashif 
Ali showcased the 
contemporary form 
of watercolor, playing 
with the loud hues in 
his painting series, 
‘Missing Pages’ which 
also embellished the 
walls of the Fabriano 
museum. The other 
artists who were fortunate to attend the exhibition 
were Samina Mumtaz from Karachi and S. Nadia 
Raza from Islamabad. Not forgetting the budding 
artists, Zainab Aziz and Zunaira Talpur from Lahore  
and Zahwa Talpur, Amna Siddique, Rabia Kazi and 
Sidra Talpur from Hyderabad who cherished paint-
ing Jamshoro (a district of Sindh, Pakistan).

 It was a proud and respectable moment 
for the country, when other artists from around 
the world recognized and appreciated Pakistan’s 
art and how brilliantly this medium has contin-
ued to evolve through watercolor magicians like 
Mr. Ali Abbas Syed.
 The festival created a peaceful, artistic 
environment and felt like artists from all over 
the world had squeezed into Urbino where 
there was only art, love, friendships and en-
couragement.
 It was not limited to a hall or a muse-
um, but the tourists and the participants had a 
chance to explore the historic sights, museums, 

art galleries and theatres due to the arrangement 
of the plein air, demonstrations, performances and 
exhibitions at multiple historically singnificant spots.
 

 After 3 exciting days in Urbino, the next 
destination was Fabriano where Ms Anna Massinis-
sa was all set to host the delegates from 35 coun-
tries. The mayor opened the Fabriano festival and 
translators were arranged to interpret the speech in 
different languages so nobody felt left out but rather 
welcomed and equally valued.
 The famous Paper and Watermark museum 
at Fabriano was organized to display the artworks 
of the artists. Each country displayed watercolor 
paintings of between 10-15 artists, which not only 
showcased the extreme talent and subject matter, but 
also the different styles, techniques and most impor-
tantly the strength and potential of the watercolor 
medium.

 One would have had goose bumps entering 
the Paper and Watermark museum, which told you 
the history of paper making since the 12th century 
with each step you took. World famous papers are 
produced from the factory which also has a museum 
where they have maintained and preserved the first 
and the oldest high quality paper made on an indus-
trial scale in Europe, the oldest currency produced 
from there and the oldest paper making machines to 
amuse the world and enhance the historical
 importance of the museum.
 We not only got a chance to look at the 
oldest paper made in Fabriano, but some had an 
opportunity to make their own paper which the 
demonstrator gifted as a memory. The organizers of 
the Fabriano festival arranged kiosks with discount-
ed prices on paintbrushes, papers, all types of colors,  
paints and other important materials used for 
making art.

 The award ceremony held at Fabriano, 
hosted by Ms Fatima Ali, member of the Manage-
ment Committee of IWS, and Mr. Ali Abbas Syed, 
was the cherry on top that boosted the enthusiasm 
and confidence of the artists. The artists whose work 
and determination were appreciated included, Anna 
Massinissa, who was awarded the Queen’s award. 
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Maheen Aziz is an Assistant Editor and Writer at 
Artnow Pakistan and is the Manager at Al-Nissa 
Communications.

 It was an honour for me to attend and be a 
part of an international festival that had no political, 
religious and commercial objectives, but intended 
on promoting art on an international level and to 

Other artists included, Rajat Subhra, Gabriele Koe-
ings and Kauser Hussain who received the Honour-
able award, the Hardship award was given to Hanna 
and Jansen Chow, Best Junior award to Sergey 
Temerev, Appreciation award to Graciela Noemi, 
Excellence award to Pablo Ruben and Tejo Van Den, 
Best organizer for World Watercolor Workshop 
award to Isabel Moreno and the Lifetime Achieve-
ment award to Teresa.
 Some artists like Nicolas Lopez, Jorge Cor-
puna from Peru, and Milosz Nosiadek from Poland 
gathered alot of appreciation and love from the 
international artists and locals of Italy. They never 
waited to be called for a demonstration because they 
had their brushes and paint boxes with them and 
wherever they would see a beautiful view they would 
start painting.
 These two watercolor festivals were not just 
art festivals but an exchange of ideas, techniques, 
and a complete academy for all the young artists and 
the masters.
 During a chitchat with the Art Director of 

exchange ideas, watercolor techniques and culture. I 
still can’t believe that it has been three years since I’ve 
accomplished what I had dreamt of; making Urbino a 
point of cultural and artistic exchange. We all have be-
come a family and to the artists who could not come, 
I miss them. I warmly welcome all the artists to enjoy 
the festival”.
 Ms Anna Massinissa also shared her 
thoughts; “FabrianoinAcquerello has become one of 
the biggest watercolor festivals today. It has been seven 
years and FabrianoinAcquerello is successfully uniting 
the world in Fabriano and providing a platform to the 
watercolorists. This event does not only gather artists 
from around the globe but gives them and their work 
recognition on an international level.”
 I am at a loss for words when I try to explain 
the fun and joy I had being around such talented 
artists and getting to know the wonderful people of 
Italy. I was introduced to them for the first time but 
it never felt a formal meeting which I realised even 
more when I was leaving Italy. The way everyone 
wished me farewell made me feel like we had all been 
friends for ages.

become a platform 
that plays a healthy 
role in the brother
-hood and peace 
between the countries.
 Being in 
Urbino and Fabriano 
was an exciting, 
knowledgeable as well 
as a learning
experience for me. The 
watercolor festivals in 
these cities were a great 

UrbinoinAcquerello, Soha Khalil, she said,
 “I have always wanted to gather the artists 
from around the world on a platform where they can 

Aziz represented Artnow Pakistan at the 2nd 
International Watercolour Biennale in Jamshoro in 
2017 and recently travelled to Italy after which, she 
shares a firsthand coverage of the Watercolour festivals 
in Urbino and Fabriano in 2018. 

opportunity to explore the historical places and 
know more about art. The moments of joy in Italy 
and the watercolor festival that felt like a million dol-
lar experience will always stay fresh in my memories.
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“Faasla na rakhain, pyaar honay dain”, 
Munawar Ali Syed

P r o f i l e s  |  J u n e  2 0 1 8

by Maheen Aziz

aasla na rakhain, pyaar honay dain.
(Do not distance yourself, let love happen.)
 I have grown up in Karachi, the capital of 
Sindh, where trucks, local buses, lorries and 
autos are heavily embellished, notable with 

finely detailed ornaments and painted with the 
loudest of colors. Seeing these vehicles, decorated 
like a bride, painted with flying falcons, Sufi saints, 
political figures, entertainment celebrities, famous 
sights of Pakistan, flowers and animals have become 
a common sight for Pakistanis.
 I can easily recall truck art poetry, from 
traditional to its latest just as well as I can remember 
my childhood rhymes. For me these overly gar-
nished buses and trucks were only public vehicles to 
attract people around with funky poetic lines written 
at the back of the vehicle.
 The art on the truck started reaching the 
shoe and fahion industry, jewellry and furniture 
which I, like everyone else, eventually added to my 
own personal collection. But the most unfortunate 
moment for me was when I realized that what I 
was looking at as crazy, aggressive vehicles either 
speeding with tons of passengers or moving as slow 
as a snail next to my car at night heavily loaded 
with goods, were actually assets of Pakistan which I 
had been attracted to but could not recognize their 
worth until I had come across an intelligent, extraor-
dinarily talented artist and bohemian, Munawar Ali 
Syed.
 Syed is a graduate of National College of 
Arts and is currently serving as an Assistant Pro-
fessor at the Indus Valley School of Art and Archi-
tecture. Not only a well-known artist but an activist 
who is determined to bring a change in society 
through art. Syed strongly discards the notion of 
making money through art, but near to him art is 
the most peaceful source of bringing change in the 
society and in people’s perception, mainly of the 
general public.
 With a history of being a part of many major 
art projects in Karachi like ‘Rung De Karachi’, ‘Pur 
Sukoon Karachi’ and ‘Reimagining the Walls of Ka-
rachi’, Syed has been commemorating public art and 
successfully achieved his goal to provide street art to 
the general public, who now know, understand and 
celebrate public art.
 When I heard about the Islamabad Airport 
Truck Art Project I was intrigued about the project’s 
details and moreover about this neglected genre.

F

For that, Syed was the first person I contacted with 
a bundle of  questions, but as soon as he started to 
deliver, I realized that his knowledge and experience 
was above my limited queries.
 Syed shared his exhilarating experience of 
the truck art project at the Islamabad airport which 
would be read best in his own words: “Ms NoorJehan 
Bilgrami, the owner of Koel gallery, contacted me and 
discussed the Islamabad airport proposal which was 
divided into many art installations. I was offered to 
install traditional or local art and craft at the domestic 
and international lounge of the airport. As I already 
had a team of truck artists for the project ‘Reimagin-
ing the Walls of Karachi’ I accepted the opportunity.”
 It was not only about getting the project 
done, but also a matter of raising the standards and 
perception of truck art. Decorating a nearly 620-feet 
huge wall with truck art that had nearly 16 doors 

in the baggage claim area was nothing less than a 
challenge for Syed and his team.
 Only a few people, who have ever been as-
sociated with truck art, would know that there are in 
fact different ideologies and styles of truck art as per 
areas and cities of Pakistan. Syed was determined to 
bring all these artists on the same platform regard-
less of their ethnicity, language and work style.

 He thoroughly enjoyed lining up the artists 
from different regions of the country whose work, 
style and use of colors and textures were all distinct 
from one another. Ali’s main motive was to merge 
all this variety together and showcase truck art as an 
holistic craft of Pakistan. 
 “We travelled the whole country to pick 
not just any, but the best truck artists from different 
areas after which they were explained and assigned 
the project. A very interesting fact we came to know 
about truck art was that all cities have different styles 
of it; there is a difference in color palatte and subject 
matter. We decided to make a large mural of 10-feet in 
height instead of getting the art done in small pieces” 
Syed recounted.
 The handpicked group of truck artists from 
Pakistan presented the pre-production of the art-
work they would project. Looking at the professional 

way of explaining the process and strong mind map-
ping, Syed believes that these truck artists are visual 
artists, the only difference is their artistic genre.
 Syed and his team were not crimped to 
truck art but also worked and brought a slightly 
different style from what is done on local buses in 
Karachi and Suzukis in Rawalpindi. 
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  The team behind the project did not only 
want truck art all over, but an amalgamation of all 
truck art styles and forms.
 Nearly 40 pieces of the back part of the 
truck, called Daala in local language where text is 
written, were made 4×8 ft. and the experts of the 
Chamak Patti were asked to make the birds in grid 
format. “We learned alot from these artists while 
seeing their process go from a sketch to a complete 

painting or work. It was a hands-on experience work-
ing with famous groups like Hyder Ali’s, Phool Jee and 
independent artists from Soharb Goth, Yosuf Goth 
and other areas of Karachi and Pakistan. From Pindi, 
Ustad Shafiq was also on board with us.”
 For me, talking to Syed was like being 
taught a rapid course in truck art. He explicated the 
type of works that we see on truck art that is also 
installed at the airport, which includes ‘Phool Patti’, 
a painting style, ‘Chamak Patti’, an addition to the 
truck art in which they add a glowing sticker and the 
third component is a mixture of Chamak Patti and 
steel. Sunlight work is also another type in which 
plastic is heated and then embossed in a relief for-
mat and last but not the least, wood-work.
 Half of the work was done in Karachi 
because artists from various regions came to this 
metropolitan city to work, and the other half was 
done in the other areas of the country.
 This tantalizing art form is not taught in any 
art school or university. The truck artists learn these 
skills from their Ustaads(Masters) who, from hold-
ing the brush to mastering the skill, stay with them 
through thick and thin.
 From proposal to projection, the Islamabad  
Airport Truck Art Project (IATAP) was of more 
than a year’s work of hardcore labor from the truck 
artists, smart strategic planning from Ali and efforts 
of Noorjehan Bilgrami, the Chief Curator of the 
Islambad Airport Truck Art Project.
 Foreigners have been fascinated by Paki-
stan’s truck art since the 90s or maybe even before 
that. Books have been written on Pakistan’s truck 
art culture among which is Jamal J. Elias’ book ‘On 
Wings Of Diesel’ published in 2011 has all kinds of 
details on this art form.  However, it is woeful and 
saddening that this form of art was valued much 
later by the country of  its origin.
 On one hand, countries like America, the 
United Kingdom and other parts of Europe celebrate 
the local art of Pakistan and artists like Haider Ali 
and art teams like Phool Jee earned equal respect 
abroad as any other visual artist would. They were 
invited to paint and garnish foreign public buses, 
trams, trains and other vehicles. On the other hand 
it is disappointing for truck artists as there is bare-
ly any support from Pakistan and this has always 
been saddening for them that their own country is 
unaware of it as a form of art. 
 “They were excited about the fact that their 
Pakistani government had finally approached them 
and that their work would be finally recognized with 
their names. People will know them and that was the 
fact that brought million-dollar smiles on their faces 
and twinkles in their eyes” Syed narrated.

detailed 
research and 
past experiences 
of working with 
truck artists in 
Australia as well 
as his links with 
the truck artists 
in Rawalpin-
di, Peshawar, 
Sahiwal, Chiniot 
and other areas 
of the country 
made the task 
easier as he 

would go and assign work to the truck artists from 
these areas.
 He personally kept an eye on day-to-day 
production till the art works were displayed at the 
Islamabad airport.
 Completing this project was not as easy as 
placing an order and getting it delivered to the door 
step. It required circumstantial planning, projection, 
working and taking precautionary measures side by 
side.
 To maintain the quality of the installed 
work, the team decided to use the best material for 
Chamak Patti and save it from damage and the best 
base was selected for the artworks after which, hard 
lacquer was applied for the colors of the paintings to 
stay for a long time.
 Besides the truck art installation in the 
domestic and interna-
tional lounge, there were 
18 other installations 
of artists’ works which 
were superintended by 
Ms Bilgrami. She had the 
main vision behind the 
installations and per-
sonally supervised the 
artworks for every space.
 Ali provided his 
studio to the artists who 
were assigned paintings 
and Chamak Patti. Sadly, 
some people still might 
refuse to call this vibrant 
genre an ‘art’ and deny 
the fact that these heav-
ily embellished lorries, 
trucks and buses have 
become well-known 
around the world. When 
Syed was asked about 
the evolution of truck art 
and who he would credit 
for changing the concept 
from ‘art on wheels’ to 
‘art on walls’, He ex-
plained:
 “I personally feel 
that art has always been 
confined to the galler-
ies and street art is not 
practiced for the general 
public in a way that could 
ever help scrub away the 
gap and let the public 
own it. But these truck 

has reached  another level in developed countries. 
Kazi, especially played major role in heightening truck 
art, not only in Pakistan, but all around the world by 
carrying it from the streets to the international muse-
ums, like the Aboca Museum and art galleries ouside 
Pakistan.” 
 Syed believes that artist should not only 
showcase and talk about his/her work but it is an art-
ist’s paramount responsibility to work for the public, 
not just for his or herself. Truck art is all about the 
celebration and this is an artist’s duty – to celebrate 
art outside art galleries and graduate shows.
 Truck art is home-grown in Pakistan and is 
the only art for the general public today. It has be-
come a part of the country’s culture and to retain the 
significance of truck art, designers, citizens, archi-
tects and artists themselves have to put an effort. It 
has evolved today more than it ever had. The chang-
ing trend in truck art or the fusion of modern with 
traditional elements does not affect the originality of 
it.
“The style, type and form of truck art will never stay 
the same. As things are changing in the country, some-
one has to come forward – artists, architects, designers 
or the government – to take initiatives to keep this 
genre alive and going without changing its originality. 
Otherwise things will remain as they were before and 
the evolution of truck art will continue to be stunted. 
I fear it will either gradually go down the drain or 
might find better foreign admirers” Syed lamented.
 Art is the most tranquil way of connecting 
people, disconnecting negativity and changing the 
environment. But regrettably, unlike other art-
works, truck art still has to reach every corner of the 
country to gain popularity within it in order to stop 
it from dying down. Renowned art institutes should 
recognize truck art and pay heed, as this should also 
be an accepted form of art in Pakistan. 

All  images courtesy Munawar Ali Syed  

Shikwa, Jawab-e-Shikwa
Works by Sobia Ahmad

Opening Reception 3rd September 2018

 The IATAP did not only heighten the confi-
dence of these artists, but patriotism was kindled in 
them to do something for the country. 
 Along with Syed, there was another person 
who played a major role in finishing the task suc-
cessfully and that was Wajid Ali Daharkiwala.  He 
was the curator and the production in-charge of the 
project and worked side-by-side with Ali.
Daharkiwala is a visual artist, an Assistant Professor 

in the University 
of Gujrat and 
was one of the 
driving forces 
behind the truck 
art project. His

Maheen Aziz is an Assistant Editor and Writer at 
Artnow Pakistan and Manager at Al-Nissa 
Communications. 

artists should be appreciated, who have been trying so 
hard to fill the gap by bringing art on wheels and al-
lowing the general public to see and commemorate it”.
 “In the 90s, when Duriya Kazi, David 
Alesworth and Iftikhar Dadi came back from abroad, 
they enlightened others about the fact that truck art
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Dear Marpha
P h o t o  E s s a y  |  A u g u s t  2 0 1 7

by Feroza Gulzar

Feroza Gulzar is from Quetta, Pakistan. She recently graduated 
with a Bachelor’s degree from the Indus Valley School of Art and 
Architecture. Fuelled by her passion for travel, she uses letters 
and photography to tell small, fragmentary stories emerging from 
travel experiences to different places.

Dear Marpha,

 It took me four days to reach you. I’ve seen paved and unpaved roads for you. It became 
harder and harder to meet you but once I did, I was glad that I took the chance. Your white stone 
walls, brown wooden architecture and the colourful flags are what makes you so different from the 
other places I’ve been to. You are surrounded by massive mountains but you still managed to make 
place in my heart. You are home to some beautiful people, always welcoming and always smiling 
when I say namastay to them. You are a small city-like village that needs to be seen and loved more 
than it has been loved. I came to you in the monsoon, it was cloudy and rainy everyday. I loved that 
about you, the way your mountain peaks played hide and seek, turning mountains into black and 
grey. All of this makes you special and I want to thank you by showing you who you are through my 
photographs.
 
 Thank you for giving me endless opportunities to see the art within you. 
It has been a pleasure meeting you and I hope I get to see you again.

Goodbye, until next time.
Feroza
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Charting the terrene: 
The evolution and devolution of art 
education in Pakistan

I n  F o c u s  |  J u l y  2 0 1 8

by Samina Iqbal

n this digitally connected age one can’t help but 
question the status and relevance of art centers 
across the globe. The seemingly declining role 
of these spaces makes the debate of center and 
periphery somewhat irrelevant. In December 

2012, the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art 
(SFMOMA) held a symposium called “Creating the 
Periphery: Shifting Geography in Contemporary 
Art.” The opening statement of the seminar stated 
that the focal point of the art world in current times 
has shifted from a few major centers to a multiplicity 
of artistic communities around the globe. However, 
cultural power is still concentrated in some cities 
and regions more than others, but the affinities 
between so-called peripheral locations begin to 
describe a different geography of contemporary art. 
In what ways does it still make sense to speak of 
the periphery at all? Although this is a much bigger 
debate, I take this opening statement as a cue and 
deliberately bypassing the long futile debate on the 
idea of the existence of center-periphery in the con-
text of Pakistan, I intend to explore the artistic ter-
rene in Pakistan. The goal of this essay is to set aside 
the very concept of center-periphery and trace the 
establishment of art institutes and art pedagogies in 
various cities of Pakistan. Next it will reflect on how 
the geography of the land and other factors such as 
art centers, art markets, and politics played a role in 
promoting art practices in some regions more than 
others. After the establishment of Pakistan, there 
was an effort all over the country (East Pakistan 
and West Pakistan) to launch itself as a nation-state 
encompassing all the characteristics/properties of an 
entire nation inclusive of its art, craft, culture, and 
tradition. Although, one may question the nature of 
cultural and traditional tendencies – an important 
debate for another time, nevertheless, it is imperative 
to revisit the earlier artistic pedagogical construc-
tions and investigate the circumstances that led to 
the gradual decline of such initial efforts.

 As supported by historical evidence, argu-
ably Lahore is the oldest artistic center of Pakistan 
no doubt due to its inheritance of the Mayo School 
of Arts (1875) and the Art Department of the Uni-
versity of Punjab (1942). Establishment of two other 
major Art centers in Dhaka (1949) and Karachi 
(1960) followed in the years after. Although art ed-
ucation in the University of Karachi (1990s) and the 
Indus Valley School of Art and Architecture (1989) 
developed much later, Karachi has established itself 
as another noteworthy center of art in Pakistan, 
naturally because it is a metropolis.[1] Artists like 
Fyzee Rahamin and Hassan Askari were settled in 
Karachi after the Partition and later other artists 
such as S. Nagi, Syed Ali Imam, Jamil Naqsh, Ismail 
Gulgee and many others became the driving force 
in developing and furthering the art scene parallel 
to Lahore. It must be worth mentioning here that a 
private art institute called Karachi School of Art was 
established in 1964 by Rabia Zuberi, one of the grad-
uates of Lucknow College of Art, India, who migrat-
ed to Pakistan in the 1960s. The small scale school 
has produced a number of well known artists such as 
Lubna Agha, Roohi Ahmed, and Riffat Alvi to name 
a few. [2] Art Departments were established in Pe-
shawar (1964), Jamshoro (1970), and Quetta (1984) 
to initiate art education at university level. However, 
without undermining the role of the small-scale 
pedagogical efforts, these art departments did not 
flourish in artistic production as compared to the 
National College of Arts, Lahore and the University 
of Punjab, or even Karachi University. Much later 
established art schools such as Indus Valley School 
of Art and Architecture in Karachi and Beaconhouse 
National University, Lahore are thriving because 
of its internationally known faculty members and 
graduates.[3] It would be worth analyzing the factors 
responsible for such progression. Not to undermine 
or to doubt the many talented people in Baluchistan, 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, and Sindh, but one must 

ponder on the key factors that become the catalysts 
into bringing those talents to the surface or at par 
with other fellow artists already celebrated on the 
global art scene.[4] Are external factors such as 
the quality of art education, exhibition venues, and 
exposure to the international art scene, art market, 
political stability, and government supervision the 
makers and/or breakers of quality art production? 
What role does an artist situated within his or her 
geographic dimensions play in propelling the artistic 
integrity of their region? Any documentation/re-
cords of the history of art education in Pakistan, 
which might have addressed and shed light on how 
the art curriculum in different regions of Pakistan 
developed is sadly lacking. This essay is a small effort 
in that direction, but by no means does it claim to 
give a comprehensive picture of the art pedagogies 
in Pakistan. Rather, it is an initial attempt to trace 
the footsteps and thought processes of the unknown 
contributors to this field.[5]
 In 1948, right after the independence of 
Pakistan, Zainul Abedin (1914-1976) already an 
accomplished artist of Colonial India established the 
first art institute called the Institute of Fine Arts in 
Dhaka along the lines of Calcutta Art School(1854).
[6] Three other modernist artists (Safiuddin Ahmed 
(1922-2012), Quamrul Hassan (1921-1988), and 
S. M. Sultan (1923-1994)) joined Abedin in this 
venture.[7] In 1964, Chaudhry Muhammad Ali, 
the Vice Chancellor of Peshawar University, invited 
Zainul Abedin to establish an art department in his 
university and hence on September 20, 1964, the 
Department of Fine Arts inaugurated its two-year 
certificate program. According to the Peshawar 
University newsletter, Aks, at the time of its inaugu-
ration Abdur Rahman Chughtai (1894-1975), Shakir 
Ali (1916-1975) and Khan Abdul Ghani Khan 
(1914-1996), an artist, writer, and son of Khan 
Abdul Ghaffar Khan were also present at the
occasion.

I
University of the Punjab, courtesy www.pu.edu.pk
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Zainul Abedin headed the department for six 
months and then left for Dhaka. The two-year cer-
tificate program was later expanded to a three-year 
diploma in Fine Art. In 1982, the Diploma course 
was upgraded to an undergraduate three year degree 
program. The bachelor of Fine Art degree special-
ized in one of the three subjects of Painting, Textile 
Design, or Advertising and Publicity Design.
 Prof. Jamila Zaidi, a well-known art edu-
cator, a graduate of the University of Punjab and 
Slade School, London took over the art department 
of Peshawar University in 1965 and remained the 
Head of the department until 1970. In the five years 
of her tenure, even with meager resources, she was 
able to make a substantial effort in promoting art by 
holding art exhibitions, inviting foreign ambassa-
dors to visit and sponsor much-needed resources in 
the form of funding equipment in the department. 
She succeeded in including Fine Art in the college 
curriculum and started evening art classes in the de-
partment. She continued her efforts beyond the Fine 
Art education and also initiated Commercial Art 
and Textile Design in the art department, reflecting 
her insight in making art education more desirable 
and even a means of sustainable income. After Jami-
la Zaidi, several other well-known artists, archeolo-
gists, and designers ran the art department including 
Prof. Ahmed Hassan Dani, Rafiq Hussain, Mushtaq 
Ahmed, Tayyeba Aziz Ahmed to name a few.
 Before the art department of Peshawar 
University commenced its program, Abaseen Arts 
Society was founded in 1955, which was later 
recognized as Arts Council. The Abaseen Arts 
Council, just like Punjab Arts Council (now known 
as Alhamra Arts Council) provided a platform to 
visual artists, performers, and writers to showcase 
their work. Furthermore, it also offered classes and 
training in visual and performing arts. In 1983, the 
institute was granted a place next to Peshawar High 
court for a customized building, which included the 
development of art and music classrooms, exhibition 
halls and administrative offices. Unfortunately, the 
project was never completed due to the interruption 
of provincial Directorate of Culture that seized the 
building. Until the 1960s Abaseen Arts Council was 
the only training center of visual arts.
 In the 1990s, private art schools and gal-
leries cropped up such as Naheed Salim’s Abbotta-

bad Art School and Tasnim Art Gallery by Tasnim 
Shehzad. In 1995, Sajjad Orakzai established the 
Institute of Fine Arts in Peshawar (this shut down 
in 2005). Currently, public and private universities 
across the province have established art departments 
including Hazara University, Abdul Wali Khan Uni-
versity, Swabi Women University, Shaheed Benazir 
Bhutto Women University, Iqra National University, 
Abaseen University and Sarhad University.[8]
 In Baluchistan, Agha Akbar Shah, the vice 
chancellor of Baluchistan University invited Jamal 
Shah with his fellow artists, Akram Dost Baloch and 
Kaleem Khan to commence the Fine Art department 
in the university. The three of them who had recently 
graduated from the National College of Arts, Lahore 
developed a two-year diploma course and started the 
program in 1984 with a group of 12 students. Faryal 
Ali Gauhar, then wife of Jamal Shah, also joined the 
team and taught a course called History of Culture, 
while Jamal Shah taught Sculpture, Art History, and 
Art Appreciation. Kaleem Khan, taught Drafting and 
Drawing and Akram Dost taught Graphic Design 
and Printmaking. The program was designed on 
the model adapted by the National College of Arts, 
Lahore. The trio was young and ambitious, deter-
mined to bring a change in the region. Two years 
into the program, Jamal Shah left for England for 
higher studies at Slade School of Art. Kaleem Khan 
and Akram Dost held the fort and continued the 
program. Meanwhile, Kaleem Khan also took charge 
of the Arts Council Quetta, where he taught drawing 
and painting. One of Kaleem Khan’s protégés’ Abdul 
Hameed Baloch, a well-versed landscape painter, 
also taught with him at the Arts Council. I was 
also one of Kaleem Khan’s students in 1992 at the 
Arts Council Quetta and witnessed the challenging 
conservative atmosphere in which Kaleem Khan 
strived to teach drawing and painting and prepare 
students for the entry test of the National College 
of Arts. Speaking of the National College of Arts, it 
would be worth mentioning here that some of the 
first few NCA graduates of Quetta include the well-
known artists Saeed Akhtar and Dabir Ahmed who 
both taught at NCA for their entire teaching careers.
[9] From the early 50s the National College of Arts 
has a 50 percent quota of seats for students from 
Sindh, Baluchistan, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Azad 
Jammu Kashmir, FATA and Gilgit Baltistan. [10] 

The remaining 50 percent had always been reserved 
for Punjab. Since1984, Akram Dost Baloch and 
Kaleem Khan while keeping up with their studio 
practice continued to teach at the Fine Art De-
partment. In 2010, Kaleem Khan had to withdraw 
from the Arts Council Quetta, where he served for 
25 years when the institute was converted into a 
Directorate of Culture by the provincial government. 
Later, Kaleem Khan also retired from Baluchistan 
University and briefly taught at the University of 
Punjab but then went back to Quetta to teach in a 
private university, where he is currently the Director 
of the Fine Arts Department at the Baluchistan Uni-
versity of Information Technology Engineering and 
Management Sciences Quetta. Akram Dost contin-
ued to teach at the Baluchistan University until 2018. 
Meanwhile, many young pupils went to National 
College of Arts to study art, design, and architecture 
including Akram Dost Baloch’s younger brother 
Jamil Baloch, well-established artist now residing in 
Lahore and myself. However, none of us returned to 
Quetta.[11] Kaleem Khan, in his telephonic inter-
view, recalled that Mrs. Salima Hashmi, Zahoor Ul 
Akhlaq, Mian Ijaz ul Hassan and few other senior 
faculty members of NCA paid a visit to Quetta in the 
mid-70s. They also held an exhibition of paintings 
which included works of Syed Ali Imam, Shakir Ali, 
Muhammad Asif and many more at the Arts Coun-
cil Quetta to showcase the kind of work produced 
at NCA. The visit and exhibition was all part of a 
recruitment plan. Kaleem Khan vividly recalled 
many female graduates from Punjab University, 
including Sheherbano, Zareen Ashraf and Mrs. Gul 
who taught drawing and painting at the American 
Center and Arts Council Quetta in the early 70s. The 
presence of art teachers coincided with the establish-
ment of Pakistan Television services in Quetta, when 
quite a few designers moved to Quetta for their job 
at PTV.[12]
 In 1970, A. R. Nagori, a student of Anna 
Molka and a graduate of the University of Punjab 
established the department of Fine Art with a two-
year Bachelors program at the University of Sindh, 
Jamshoro. [13] The program was designed along 
the lines of Punjab University’s curriculum. Nagori 
retired from the chairmanship of the department in 
1995.

Courtyard of the Indus Valley School of Art and Architecture, image courtesy Indus Valley School 
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 Although this essay is not a complete survey 
of art education in Pakistan, it gives some idea of the 
beginning of art education in Pakistan in areas other 
than the two main centers of Lahore and Karachi. 
The common denominators in all these centers of 
art appear to be the National College of Arts and the 
University of Punjab acting as a nucleus in terms of 
disseminating the educators who introduced, repli-
cated and built upon the adapted modules in various 
universities.
 The arts councils across Pakistan seem to 
have played a pivotal role in inculcating artistic 
attitudes be it music, dance, writing, poetry or visual 
arts. [14] However, the enthusiasm and spirit that 
initiated such programs in the arts councils and 
art departments set up in the universities have not 
made much progress in their curriculum or pro-
duction of artists, except for continuing to estab-
lish and furthering the two-year diploma courses 
to a 4-year Bachelor’s degree and recently starting 
MA programs. This stagnancy can be attributed to 
the lack of exhibition opportunities, galleries and 
networking with the well-established art institutes 
within Pakistan and abroad, which in turn does not 
foster any exchange of faculty, students, new ideas 
or fresh analysis of the programs. Another undeni-
able factor would be the unidirectional journey of 
graduates from well-established art institutes. Their 
hesitancy to return to the comparatively slow-paced 
hometowns they left to explore the world of art can 
be understood. However, even if one did not invest 
long-term services in these regions, perhaps just fo-
cusing on small measures such as travelling exhibi-
tions, visiting lectures, visiting artists, artist residen-
cies, mutual conferences on art pedagogies etc. may 
result in the successful inclusion of these struggling 
art institutes that have been left behind by every art-
ist who strives for more on a personal, individualis-
tic level. A uniqueness of Pakistani artists that must 
be emphasized is that most of the well-established 
artists are affiliated with art education; however, the 
dilemma is that their concentration is in the two 
centers.
 Another factor that needs to be addressed 
more widely is the art education at elementary and 
middle school levels. The way art is currently taught 
in schools is completely dated for the apparent 
reason that art education at K-12 is not available 
in Pakistan except for the three-year Master of Art 
Education program offered at Beaconhouse National 
University Lahore, designed and commenced by Dr. 
Razia Saddiq and Saira Sheikh, both graduates of 
Columbia University. Recently, Pakistan Institute of 
Fashion Design has also started a similar two-year 
degree program called Masters of Philosophy in 
Art and Design Education. In private schools art is 
taught as a subject to O’ and A’ level students, which 
is of course aligned with the British education sys-
tem.
 I wonder if in the context of Pakistan 
considering the earlier statement in this essay that 
cultural power is still concentrated in some cities, 
such a discourse of art in center and peripheries 
even holds any value? Or is it not even worthy of 
debate given that Lahore and Karachi without any 

contest are the two thriving 
centers of art production 
where all roads appear to 
converge leaving the rest 
of the country in a haze of 
dust, too unclear to even act 
as a periphery. Unquestion-
ably, there isn’t an equitable 
distribution of art centers 
in any country in the world. 
In the U.S, New York on the 
east coast and San Francisco 
on the west coast remain the 
centers of art given the enor-
mous number of art galler-
ies, museums and art dealers 
situated there. Other states 
have fantastic art institutes 
that have indirectly supple-
mented the field of art by 
producing a number of well-
known artists. The majority 
of these artists eventually 
migrate to the two centers 
and this constant influx of 
creative impulse nurtures 
the centers ensuring they 
flourish and thrive. One may 
object to my comparison 
with the western world, but 
the point is not that there 
are only two centers of art 
in Pakistan; what I stress 
upon is that there exists a 
difference of art education in 
Pakistan, which is too stark, 
and it needs to be addressed 
urgently. Perhaps sharing 
intellectual resources would 
prove to be vital in reducing this disparity.

Endnotes: 
[1] Karachi was the first capital of Pakistan.
[2] Information accessed on June 15, 2018. https://www.ksa.edu.
pk/about-us/introduction/history/
[3] The faculty at these two institutes include Rashid Rana, Ali 
Raza, Risham Syed, Unum Baber, Ayaz Jhokio, Ghulam Muham-
mad, Mehboob Shah, Malcolm Hutcheson, Salima Hashmi, Naa-
zish Attaullah, Adeela Suleman, Saira Sheikh, Shahnaz Ismail, 
David Elsworth, Huma Mulji, Hamra Abbas and Naiza Khan to 
name a few.
[4] Some examples of such talents can be seen in the works of art-
ists like Khadim Ali, Ghulam Muhammad, Ayaz Jhokio, Mahbub 
Jhokia to name a few contemporary ones.
[5] Information on the establishment of the art departments 
has been provided by the active members of these art institutes 
including Dr. Muhammad Sher Ali, Head of the Art Department 
at Peshawar University, Kaleem Khan, artist, former Head of the 
Arts Council Quetta who also taught at the Art Department of 
Baluchistan University since its inception from 1984 – 2010. Jamal 
Shah, artist and current Director of Pakistan National Council of 
Art, Islamabad who was the first Head of the Art Department at 
Baluchistan University and Waheeda Bano, the newly appoint-
ed Director of Institute of Art and Design at the University of 
Sindh-Jamshoro.
[6] One of the four schools established by the British Raj as a 
strategy to improve the quality of art and craft in India for their 
export purposes. It must be remembered it was the same school 
where Ernest Binfield Havell encouraged the Indian traditions in 
art teaching which later became the catalyst for the emergence of 

Abinandranath Tagore’s Bengal School of Art.
[7] Lala Rukh Selim, “Art of Bangladesh: the Changing Role of 
Tradition, Search for Identity and Globalization,” South Asia 
Multidisciplinary Academic Journal, No. 9, 2014
[8] Dr. Muhammad Sher Ali, Aks , Vol 1, Issue I, II, III and IV, 
Dec 2016- Feb 2018.
[9] After graduating from NCA, Saeed Akhtar made Lahore his 
home and established his studio in 1966, where he has been teach-
ing drawing privately.  
[10] The exact initiation date for this quota and ratio for each 
region is not known but roughly I think that in 1963, when the 
government recognized the college as an art institution and placed 
it under the Education Department, it must have officially intro-
duced a quota system to become a more inclusive art institute for 
the whole country. In a phone interview, Kaleem Khan mentions 
that Ismail Jafer, Khalid Mengal and Pir Muhammad Tareen were 
the first few people who went to NCA in late 50s early 60s but 
didn’t graduate. Saeed Akhtar was the first NCA graduate from 
Quetta.
[11] Ghulam Muhammad, a Beaconhouse graduate of 2013, who 
won the Jamil Prize of 2014, also lives in Lahore and teaches at 
Beaconhouse University Lahore.
[12] Telephonic interviews with Kaleem Khan on June 5, 2018 and 
Jamal Shah on June 7th 2018.
[13] Akbar Naqvi, Image and Identity, Oxford University Press, 
1998, p.520
[14] Although Karachi has not been discussed in detail here, but 
the Karachi Arts Council was established in 1960 and it was the 
center of artistic activities until Syed Ali Imam’s Indus Gallery es-
tablished in 1970 which then became the hot spot of art activities.

Samina Iqbal is a practicing artist, art historian, and an 
academic. She is Assistant Professor in the Centre for Media 
Studies, Art and Design at Lahore School of Economics.

Alhamra Arts Council, Lahore, courtesy www.lac.punjab.gov.pk
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A veil of vivid hues:
Wahab Jaffar

R e v i e w  |  A u g u s t  2 0 1 8

by Zoya Nadeem

nlike modernism, contemporary art is 
immersed in the present and engages with 
existing conditions. It can be seen as a way 
to access concepts and energy that form a 

culture by employing dynamic combinations of materi-
als, methods, ideas and subjects. Wahab Jaffer is one of 
Pakistan’s most renowned abstract artists whose con-
temporary approach in exploring the female form, using 
bold colour palette and cubist form of depiction, has 
been showcased both in his home country, Pakistan and 
abroad. 
 Born in Poona in 1941, Jaffer became interest-
ed in art and painting at a very early age. He held his 
first solo exhibition in 1981, at Indus Gallery and later 
a series of exhibitions in different parts of the country. 
Not only in Pakistan, but Jaffer’s work won international 
acclaim and has been displayed in the Asia Pacific Mu-
seum in Pasadena, California, in the United States, at the 
Art Gallery of Peel’s in Brampton, Ontario in Canada, 
and also at the National Gallery of Modern Art in Mum-
bai to name a few. He belongs to an era that culminated 
in the Pakistani art scene taking on a new vitality where 
artists were able to express their individual creativity in 
a better way. Hence, he is one of the few artists from the 
same era who had the privilege of interacting and learn-
ing from master modernist artists like Ismail Gulgee, 
Bashir Mirza and Ahmed Parvez. 
 Having displayed his artwork at several previous 
exhibitons around the world, Jaffer again fascinated and 
astonished art lovers with his signature abstract work 
in an exhibition opened at Art Citi on May 3rd, 2018. 
Throughout his work, we observed an intense explora-
tion of colours and shapes. The paintings on display had 
a very strong palette of bright hues, smooth lines and 
simplified forms. Feminine faces, birds and vases domi-
nated his work, creating a salubrious affect.
 On a closer inspection, one could see how he 
used his cubist approach to simplify the female form 
and successfully elevated the mood and attitude of the 
women, in Jaffer’s work, by using flat colour to enhance 
their features such as their eyes, lips and nose. However, 
elongated necks, broad shoulders and dividing faces into 
equal halves with different tones made the richfullness 

of his palette more prominent. These figurative paintings 
bear similar expressions, whereas the chaotic lines creat-
ed a psychedelic experience for the viewer.  
 However, the cornucopian heads of the women 
were treated very differently than the simplicity we see 
on their faces. His bold abstract and starkly style drew 
our attention towards the heads of these women that 
had a resemblance of a feminine hat or a crown, with 
birds often appearing in the composition. 
 Birds are an important component in mostly all 
his paintings,emerging either from the hair acccessories 
and vases or just placed in the background. According 
to him, the inspiration for his artwork comes from his 
mentor, Ahmed Parvez and one can see the glimpses 
and shadows of Parvez’s work in Jaffer’s art as well. 
 The strong, steady and smooth imagery of fem-
inine faces exudes the idea of women empowerment as 
Jaffer, in his paintings, featured women firm and united 
for a cause, whereas the birds and plants showed a sense 
of peace and freedom. Known for using vibrancy of co-
lours and figurative forms, Jaffar’s work has been lauded 
by one of his admirer, Souza: 

U

Zoya Nadeem is a visual artist and a graduate from Indus Valley 
School of Art and Architecture. She is the Gallery Manager at Foun-
dation for Museum of Modern Art (FOMMA) and Editorial team 
member at Artnow Pakistan.All images courtesy, Sadam Khan.

“There’s a very mysterious element in 
Wahab’s colours; you must look for it 
under veil after veil of vivid hues, car-
nival, revelry, and merrymaking. It’s 

Christmas in Wahab’s art, its joy, it’s a 
feast of light and colour!”

His work came across as doodle-like surrealistic work, 
composed of smooth strokes distinguished by dark and 
light tones. The unique allure of Jaffar’s oeuvre dealt 
with colour as a subject that enticed the viewer to enter 
the world of fantasy. Not only did he create an open 
dialogue through his work, but had also contributed to 
the Pakistani art scene by being recognised as a pas-
sionate art collector, whose guidance and appreciation 
of art and culture makes him a very important individ-
ual for our country. 
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Arrival through a global lens by 
Khadim Ali

P r o f i l e  |  J u l y  2 0 1 8

by Zohreen Murtaza

owering buddhas, fiery demons, majestic 
lions and boats tossed in the stormy seas. 
These are just some of the compelling motifs 
that define the dramatic works of Quet-

ta-born artist, Khadim Ali who graduated with a 
specialization in miniature painting from the National 
College of Arts. Since then he has exhibited extensively 
both nationally and internationally. Ali hails from 
the Hazara tribe and his work highlights the trauma 
and persecution that this ethnic minority has endured 
over generations. Themes of displacement and loss 
are addressed through his paintings, murals, rugs and 
tapestries.
 In 2009, Khadim Ali immigrated to Australia 
where he currently resides. This interview with him 
has been conducted via email.

Zohreen Murtaza (ZM): You visited Bamiyan, 
Afghanistan in 2002 after the destruction of the 
Buddhas. Is that what kindled an interest in the use 
of the Buddha figure as a trope in your paintings?

Khadim Ali (KA): The imagery of the Buddhas of 
Bamiyan was carved in my imagination even before 
visiting Bamiyan. The background visuals in most of 
my childhood stories, told by my exiled grandpar-
ents were set in Bamiyan. So yes, my visit to Bami-
yan in 2002 inspired me to respond to the absence of 
the giant Buddhas.

ZM: The work that you produced in ‘Documenta 
13’ shows a prone Buddha sculpture in the back-
drop. It often reminds me of the Buddha figure in 
Nadeem Aslam’s book “The Wasted Vigil” where 
it emerges as a sort of fallen figure/silent witness 
yet it also has the capacity to heal so there is hope. 
How have you used or looked at this motif in your 
paintings?

“Every theology is based on 
good and evil... Heroes were 

created on the feeble of blood. 
None of the heroes survived in 
the stories of Shahnamah, but 
the demons did. The demons 
are an errant emblem of the 
dehumanised people of the 

region.”

the heroes survived in the stories of Shahnamah, but 
the demons did. The demons are an errant emblem 
of the dehumanised people of the region.

ZM: What role does text play in your work?

KA: My works follow the format of Shahnamah, 
where text is narrating the perplexity of the work. It 
is not readable but then the Shahnamah is made up 
of many stories so my text/work is part of the bigger 
stories, a poem that is related to the content.

ZM: What artists or texts (apart from Shahnamah 
if any) have influenced or inspired your work?

KA: Two artists have inspired my works the most – 
the 14th century master Muhammad Siyah Qalam 
and in contemporary miniature painters, 
Muhammad Imran Qureshi.

ZM: Can you talk about The Absent Kitchen series 
in detail: what it was about and how it transformed 
or influenced your work? In one of your series, 
children’s drawings have been juxtaposed with the 
Buddha figure, did that emerge out of your work-
shop experience?

KA: The Absent Kitchen series was a collaborative 
work between the bunker born kids of Bamiyan, Jap-
anese school children and myself. It was produced 
and evolved during my residency at the Fukuoka 
Asian Art Museum. I went to Bamiyan right after 
the fall of the Taliban regime and conducted draw-
ing workshops with school children – there was no 
classroom and school infrastructure, students were 
sitting on the hills of their destroyed valleys to learn 
and look to the future. In the workshops, they were 
asked to draw anything they felt and imagined. 

KA: The Buddhas of Bamiyan were the historic icon 
of the Hazarajat – the land of the Hazaras – living in 
so many songs and stories. And now the fragments 
of these statues recite the stories of hundreds of years 
of hatred and exclusion, from the “ Buth-Shekani” 
era of Hazrat Ibrahim to the latest catastrophe of 
ISIS, destroying the historical artefacts in Syria. I am 
assembling these fragments in my works to keep the 
stories of my grandparents alive.

ZM: In your works, cultural icons such as Rustam 
etc. have almost been subverted or robbed of their 
representation- they have an ominous presence. 
They exude authority, malice, power and at other 
times they are part sentinels. Who are these de-
mons? What role do they play in your paintings?

KA: Every theology is based on good and evil; 
divided in black and white. Colours are lost. Shades 
are unknown. The unfortunate minorities have been 
sacrificed during the formation of this holiness. 
Heroes were created on the feeble of blood. None of 

T

‘The Arrival of Demons’, Khadim Ali, courtesy 
Museum of Contemporary Art Austrailia, 2017
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 The drawings they produced illustrated the 
violence of the Taliban such as the destruction of 
Buddhas, massacre scenes, house and school burn-
ings, imprisoned family members. Then I went to 
primary schools in Fukuoka for the same drawing 
workshops. Their drawings were filled with video 
games and anime cartoon characters. I overlapped 
drawings from both the Bamiyan and Fukuoka 
workshops to come up with a body of works. The 
title, ‘The Absent Kitchen’ was actually a title of 
a drawing by a child who was part of the Fukoka 
workshop.

ZM: When did you start thinking about expanding 
the scale of your works and why?

KA: I was a naïve propaganda mural painter in Iran 
between1996-97. We better talk about the scale of 
miniature painting here: my classmate from NCA, a 
good friend of mine, Qaiser Khan, even caught me 
crying while struggling with miniature painting in 
the second year of college. So now I am experiment-
ing with different mediums and scales.

ZM: What prompted you to change mediums and 
start transferring your iconography on rugs and 
tapestries? Was it in 2012? Can you talk about that 
journey/process?

KA: Tapestry and rug weaving is a traditional family 
practice. On 31st 
August 2011, on a 
beautiful morning 
of Eid, a suicide 
bomber blew him-
self in a car next 
to my parents’ 
house. Luckily 
both my parents 
and my brother 
survived after 
being critically 
injured. We lost 
all our belong-
ings, but a pair of 
rugs in our family 
room survived the 
destruction. This 
event made me 
think of chang-
ing to a more 
resilient medium 
as I lost all my 
artworks made 
on Wasli paper. 
Also, when I look 
at the Afghan war 
rugs, they were woven during the Russian invasion 
of Afghanistan by Afghan refugees on their way to 
Pakistan. The content of the rugs emerged from the 
schoolbooks of the refugee children studying about 
Jihad in thecamps – later they became known as the 
Afghan war rugs.
 I lived and was nurtured with tapestries and 
their significance. 
I had painted 
murals before I 
was a miniaturist. 
I think it came 
out as a work of 
art at a time that I 
was able to deliver 
my content and 
meaning because 
the medium ac-
cepted it.

ZM: You talk 
about the
 persecution of 
the Hazara com-
munity yet the 
work also mourns 
the loss of 
collective identity. 

community of the displaced people. When I was 
attending school in Pakistan I was referred to as 
an outsider as the school was located outside my 
town. And then attending college as an art student 
at a national level, I could still feel the displacement 
and was not able to root myself as a local artist with 
a history and a future. And now in Australia, my 
convenient title is ‘refugee artist’ – although I did not 
come to Australia as a refugee – but I am seen from 
the community of the displaced and the refugees. 
Hence, displacement and migration are inseparable 
from my being.

ZM: Your recent works such as The Arrivals #6 
and the Arrivals #7 exhibited at Brisbane’s Milani 
Gallery seem to give voice to issues of migration 
and displacement through a global lens and even 
a political lens seen through a global perspective. 
Can you talk about these works and their concepts?

KA: Currently, there are more than 60 million ref-
ugees in the world. Refugees from different places 
have always existed and for various reasons. But it 
was the political atmosphere of the time that framed 
the narratives of the refugees. ‘The Arrival’ series 
refers to the current narrative of the demonization 
of the refugees. The refugee crisis is a humanitari-
an plight, not a political decision. Humanity is lost 

when human 
suffering is scaled 
into statistics.

 

Do you think your work has the 
potential to carry a sort of universal 
message since you constantly refer to 
‘good’ and ‘evil’ or are you questioning 
those ideals?

KA: In my works, I carry the voice of 
my plight. My community has been 
shedding blood and giving sacrifices for 
a man-made narrative of good and evil. 
It is a repeated pattern in the tragedy of 
human history – we can all see it, some 
of us can feel it and maybe a few can 
relate to it.

ZM: Can you talk about the title and 
concept behind the series of paintings 
titled ‘Transition/Evacuation’ (2016)? 
What is it about? Were you referring 
to the life/events in your life when you 
titled this series?
 
KA: The year 2014 featured national 
and international headlines that covered 
Afghanistan’s transition and evacuation 
of forces. More than 100,000 inter-
national forces were evacuated and 
security was transferred to the Afghan 
forces. International organisations 
shrank their humanitarian works across 

Afghanistan. 
Infrastruc-
ture projects 
were down-
sized and job 
opportunities 
declined. The Taliban 
returned with even more 
fighters and enlarged the 
scale of their violence. 
It was an intense period 
where the change was for 
the worse, from hope to 
hopelessness. The 2014 
deadline to wrap up the 
War on Terror in Afghan-
istan and withdraw forces 
resulted in a power and 
security vacuum that left 
the people of Afghanistan 
even more devastated with 
a dark picture of their 
future. Hence the title and 
content of the work.

 ZM: You have also 
recently started addressing 

issues of displacement and migration more directly 
in your works. Has the experience of living in Aus-
tralia also affected your cultural or artistic sensibil-
ities in any way?

KA: I was born as a displaced person in a displaced 
family, and now four decades later, I belong to a 

Zohreen Murtaza 
is a graduate 
of the National 
College of Arts, 
Lahore where she 
also teaches along 
with Kinnaird 
College for 
Women. 
Murtaza is a 
practicing artist 
who divides her 
time between 
writing and studio 
work. 

‘APPOINTMENT: BIENNALE OF LYON 2017’, KHADIM ALI, VILLEURBANNE AND RHÔNE-ALPES, LYON courtesy, Milani Gallery

Untitled, ‘Rustam Series’, Khadim Ali, courtesy Guggenheim

‘The Haunted Lotus’, Khadim Ali, coutesy Milani Gallery
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The essence of Sindh portrayed by 
Mussarat Mirza

P r o f i l e  |  A u g u s t  2 0 1 8

by Jovita Alvares
o other artist has portrayed the es-
sence of Sindh- its beauty, its poverty, 
its way of life and changing vistas, 
the way Mussarat Mirza has been 
able to do.’[1]

 Pakistani contemporary, Mussarat Mirza, 
is one of the most defining painters of this gen-
eration. As a product of Sindh, she has made the 
province her lifelong study, delving deeper into its 
unique imperfections with each work created. Her 
earthy palette coupled with imagery that borders 
on abstraction entices the viewer to stop in their 
path in an attempt to understand the work further. 
Though seemingly minimal at first glance, Mirza’s 
work is laden with layers of both paint and senti-
ment.
 Born in 1939, Mirza grew up in Sukkur 
and started painting at an early age. Not an ob-
vious choice for a future profession, Mirza was 
often stirred away from art as a child but it was 
her father’s receptivity and appreciation for it that 
encouraged her to keep going. Mirza joined the 
Lahore College of Women where her skill in the 
Fine Art Department was soon recognised after 
which, she went on to pursue a Master’s degree 
from Punjab University where she graduated 
with honours. Even then, her work reflected the 
daily life of Sindh, portraying their people and 
surroundings in melodious 
compositions. Eventually 
she began teaching at Sindh 
University, Jamshoro where, 
until recently, she headed the 
Fine Art Department. Mirza 
has also participated in several 
shows on both a national and 
international platform and 
has had over two-dozen solo 
exhibitions in Pakistan. She 
was also the recipient of Inter-
national Asian Shield, Waterc-
olour from Japan in 1988.
 Her work and teach-
ings have been so influential 
that many of her students are 
known names in contem-
porary Pakistani Art. After 
retirement, the artist opened 
her studio in Sukkur where 
she continues to paint and 
teach, privately. Artists such 
as Aqeel Solangi, credit their 
early training to Mirza.
 When looking at 
the Pakistani talent of today, 
many of the artists originate, 
not from the metropolises of Lahore or Karachi 
but from the smaller cities of the country such as 
Hyderabad or Mirpurkhas. Though Mirza comes 
under the dome of such artists, unlike many others 
she did not leave her hometown and take residence 
in a larger city. In fact, she has been painting and 
experiencing life away from metropolises and the 
mainstream art world since the late sixties and this 
physical distance has strengthened her sense of 
isolation and introspection. This has proved to be 
advantageous to Mirza, allowing her a link with 

rural surroundings to grow and deepen exponentially, 
as can been seen from her evolution as an artist.
 ‘For me painting is an absorbing reality.’[2] 
Enthralled by her environs, the artist takes inspiration 
from the animals, birds, mud houses and desolate lanes 
around her describing them as ‘similes of (her) expres-
sion.’ Even without the pictorial presence of people, 

her work takes on a mystical essence as she describes 
her journey as a spiritual one. Her paintings become 
visuals of self-searching, as well as of what is means 
to be human for herself and for others: what are their 
thoughts and aspirations and what it means to achieve 
fulfilment.
 Interestingly, during the 70s, Mirza moved 
away from oil and her work became more intimate and 
graceful through her use of watercolour. 
Finding an almost instantaneous kinship to the me-
dium, her paintings abandoned the coarse, opaque 

sensibility of oil and instead presented themselves 
with delicate and flowing brush strokes.
 Mirza is a true visual voice for the desert, 
exploring and deepening her understanding of 
its colour, texture and daily happenings, and thus 
providing the art world with something fresh and 
unalike anything seen in a commercial city. Her se-
clusion from contemporary art trends has allowed 
the artwork to evolve at a timely pace with results 
that can solely be credited to Mirza’s individuality. 
The minimalism with which she creates, eradicates 
almost all semblance of locality and time, thereby 
resulting in a painting adorned with perenniality. 
The work could quite easily be referring to an event 
of the past, present or future but its equivocal state 
allows Mirza to be appreciated universally.
 The artist uses warm, natural tones creat-
ing paintings that seems almost monochromatic 
as each hue on her canvas effortlessly blends into 
the next. Lacking in detail, one might not be able 
to interpret the painting at first glance, overlooking 
it as mere dissolution of murky colour but Mirza’s 
work is so much more than that. With innumera-
ble layers of paint on the canvas, the artist explores 
the true essence of the medium. She forces each 
layer of paint to battle each other for visibility and 
thus through the top film of paint, traces of the 
under-coatings shine through. The use of a palette 

knife becomes evident from 
the placement of the paint 
and then tactical removal 
of areas after the paint has 
dried.
 Time, though absent 
from the imagery, seems to 
still be present through the 
treatment of material. Each 
work by Mirza shows clear 
indication of time endured 
through its working and nu-
merous re-workings as well 
as its abrasive and strong 
brush strokes. This also gives 
off a sense of meditation 
from the artist which further 
strengthens the spirituality 
dwelling in the art.  With an 
unconcern of representation, 
the artist focuses on achiev-
ing the right amount of con-
trast, shapes and tonal value 
to give a mere facade of the 
scene. This in turn permits 
the paintings to capture 
feeling, thought and emotion 
unhindered by mindless 

detail. Mirza’s brilliant use of contrast grounds the 
artwork, giving it a sense of gravity and perspective 
and creates a beautiful blend with the abstraction 
of representation that will, always, exclusively be 
unique to the artist herself.

‘N

Mussarat Mirza, self portrait, courtesy, Painters of Pakistan

Untitled, Mussarat Mirza, courtesy Painters of Pakistan

Jovita Alvares is an artist and graduate from the Indus 
Valley School of Art and Architecture and works as 
Graphic Designer and Sub-Editor for ArtNow Pakistan.

Endnotes:
[1] In an article on Mussarat Mirza by Marjorie Husain
[2] Artist statement of Mussarat Mirza.
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As the water level recedes
P h o t o  E s s a y  |  A u g u s t  2 0 1 8

by Zoya Nadeem

Zoya Nadeem is a visual artist and a graduate from Indus Valley School of Art 
and Architecture. She is also the Gallery Manager at Foundation for Museum of 
Modern Art(FOMMA) and Editorial team member at Artnow Pakistan.

“Paani ki choori”, “Severe water shortage in Karachi” and “Tanker Mafia”, make 
up most of the headlines and a major part of breaking news alerts these days. 
Unfortunately, they’re not just attention seeking gimmicks by the media but 
an actual threat to the metropolitan city of Karachi which, according to a sur-
vey, will run out of water in the next 10-15 years unless serious measures are 
put into play. Water is one of the most essential substances in nature and the 
basic necessity for survival. Karachi – the city of lights, owes a great deal to 
its magnificent seashore for both its sustenance and its pride. Ironically, the 
city, where land meets the sea, is becoming one of the most water stressed cit-
ies in the world. As acute water shortage befalls Karachi, the residents of this 
city go through the daily struggle of collecting water from different stations 
around the city. However, when they are unable to do so due to a variety of 
reasons, they are left with no option but to surrender to the tanker mafia and 
purchase water from these illegal hydrants at extortionate prices. Fresh water, 
which lawfully should be available free of cost, is a national wealth and not a 
source of income. However, keeping in mind the current state of the city, it has 

become an item of luxury and hence available to only a few.
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The other worlds of water; 
stories, myths and cultural 
landscapes

I n  F o c u s  |  A u g u s t  2 0 1 8

by Zara Hussain
onsumption and degradation of natu-
ral resources that is faster than it can be 
replenished results in the depletion of the 
natural environment. Contemporary glob-

al challenges 
are laden with 
issues of nat-
ural resource 
availabil-
ity and its 
management. 
Neelum Val-
ley in Kash-
mir is located 
at the Line 
of control 
(LOC) and is 
also divided 
by it. There 
are amplified 
pressures on 
the natural 
environ-
ment of this 
area due to 
population 
and increased 
tourism, 
excessive 
deforestation 
as well as 
dependency 
of livelihoods. 
This influx 
of foreign-
ers who are not local to the land also 
affects the indigenous cultural archive. 
The cultural archive is embedded in the 
local practices, folklore traditions and 
customs for which the school will work 
closely with the indigenous people. 
The landscape is composed of beautiful 
valleys, water streams, forests, tradition-
al houses and an ancient temple ruin 
located in Shardah.
 Due to active conflict in the 
region Line of Control between India 
and Pakistan, these landscapes were 
inaccessible for the general public. 
However, since the ceasefire in 2003, 
the valley has attracted many tourists 
and my research team happened to be a 
group who were visiting Neelum Valley 
in August 2015 to conduct research 
on the cultural landscape of Upper Neelum Valley 
under the Laajverd Visiting School program. The 
geographic landscape consisting of mountains, 
forests, wild flowers and water streams of Kashmir 
have inspired the local folklores, stories, myths and 
cultural crafts in the region. While tangible aspects 
of a cultural landscape can be assessed through its 
material culture, objects, physical sites and built 

C environment, the intangible is associated with the 
stories, myths and cultural practices of the com-
munity. Folklores are stories and myths associated 
and developed in the cultural landscapes and are an 

important 
asset of the 
intangible 
cultural her-
itage. Myths 
are not mere 
stories rather 
they reflect 
certain 
beliefs, 
knowledge 
and narra-
tives that 
are favoured 
by the local 
communi-
ties. Myths 
also play in 
important 
role in keep-
ing a certain 
kind of nar-
rative alive 
for the next 
generations. 
This short 
piece of writ-
ing explores 
how the 
myths and 

stories concerning water bodies in Upper Neelum 
Valley are aimed at preserving the natural resource.
    Throughout the time spent in Upper 
Neelum Valley in late August 2015, our group of 
students and researchers encountered stories of the 
sacred water fountains protected by Djinns. While 
there were several versions, the significance of pure 
and clean water was highlighted in each story. 

In some, Djinns were the primary caretakers of 
water sources, in others, fairies had been sighted 
near streams or a presence is felt near water bodies 
at certain times of the day. The presence of Djinns 
and other beings around water sources and water 
streams in Neelum Valley is associated with the puri-
ty of water which requires protection from none oth-
er than human beings. And the humans live to tell 
the tale. The landscape is home to numerous water 
fountains and streams and also the Neelum River 
which cuts across the valley. The stories of waters 
and Djinns has also inspired names of certain val-
leys, for example, Janwai is a Valley located between 
Kel and Taobat in upper Neelum Valley. Janwai has a 
particular geographic terrain; lush green slopes with 
several streams, “Janwai means land of Djinns and 
they are believed to protect our countless streams”, 
said a local man. The inhabitants in different villages 
narrated stories of how the myths protect the source 
of water fountains. When we asked them to take us 
to the fountain, our request was denied, “you see, we 
need to protect the source from evil eye – if there is 
an evil presence, our streams will run dry” said some 
inhabitants in Kel.
 During our encounters we came to know 
how stories and myths are circulated through 
different seasons. There are different stories associ-
ated when the water starts melting after long hard 
winters, while harvest times tell a different set of 
stories. Some local women mentioned that during 
winters, when families are confined to their homes 
to keep warm, stories keep the atmosphere lightened 
up. Usually grandparents tell stories to children and 
over the years, there is also re-iteration and occa-

sional retrofitting, 
to keep the story 
exciting and alive. 
In this sense, 
stories as folklores 
becomes a process 
of communal cre-
ativity exercised by 
the community as 
they weave stories 
of the past in the 
present for a fu-
ture. These stories 
have passed down 
from one gener-
ation to the next 
and circulated in 
everyday lives, as 
local people avoid 
walking around 

water streams in the evening and parents warn their 
children to stay away from water fountains and 
streams. An elder man re-iterated the role these 
stories played in keeping the water clean, however, 
in current times the situation has swiftly dilapidated. 
Another local man mentioned in Taobat, “the stories 
aren’t told enough due to which we have lost our older 
connection with water”. 
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 While there was a concerted effort to keep humans, 
especially visitors, outsiders and tourists away from 
the source of water fountains, the streams near Ba-
zaar and main road were filled with everyday house 
hold waste consisting of plastics, paper, clothing 
etc. With dismay, our team of researchers watched 
the water struggle through massive piles of waste 
deposited in the water channels. Clearly, the stories 
had gone silent, the Djinns had disappeared, and 
humans had invaded.
 For decades, even centuries, stories and 
myths had held the natural and cultural landscape 
together, where each respected the presence of the 
other. Stories and myths acted as a source of com-
munication between these two entities and allowed 
humans to weave their lives carefully and attentively 
in the natural landscape. Stories echoed the voices of 
mountains, forests, stones and water. They narrated 
how landscapes are entities to be shared with nature 
and other beings; it is not a resource for the humans 
but has a life of its own where humans must exer-
cise co-existence. But when the stories and myths 
are silenced, it is the mountains, forests, water and 
stones that are silenced with them. The dilapidation 
of water channels was a clear indication of how 
disconnection with stories and myths ultimately led 
to water pollution. Having identified this gap, we 
decided to engage with local children to regenerate 
an interest in stories and myths that speak of the
natural landscape. In order to do this, we decided to 
improvise a local children’s game by embedding a 
dying folktale. 

A local game called ‘Doga’ 
similar to hop-scotch 
was designed with more 
boxes and movement 
patterns to embed the 
story of Djinns and fairies 
who protected the water 
bodies in Neelum Valley. 
In this sense, children not 
only reconnected with 
the mythical tale, but it 
became part of their ev-
eryday play time. Yumna 
Sadiq, a team member of 
Laajverd Visiting School 
and an artist who led this 
activity with local 

children, expressed how 
children felt empowered 
in creating their own game 
which can become part of 
their everyday lives. The brief 
encounter with the local 
inhabitants and our exercise 
with children showed the 
importance of empowering 
local narratives and stories, 
where communities get a 
chance to re-connect with 
their natural landscapes.
 In times of global 
warmng, climate change 
induced migrations and 
swift dilapidation of natural 
landscapes, we require sus-
tainable methods of protect-
ing our environment. While 
awe are actively looking for 
scientific solutions, creating 
awareness through cam-
paigns and desiging products 
that might relieve pressure 
on natural environment, we 
must also look towards the 
existing methodologies. 
In traditional societies, sto-
ries and myths have played 
an important role in keeping 
a certain narrative alive. 

 These are rich repositories of local cultural beliefs 
and their way of being and belonging in a landscape. 
For decades, they have been created, woven and 
sustained by the oral transmission from one gener-
ation to the next. And by reviving these stories and 
myths that focus on the sanctity of natural resources, 
we can perhaps hope to once again reconnect with 
the other worlds of water and the lost beings that 
protected the natural landscapes.

 Note: This piece is written on one of the 
experiences from Laajverd Visiting School 2015 

held in Upper Neelum Valley.

All images courtesy Zara Hussain

Zahra Hussain is the Director of Laajverd Visiting 
School.
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A visit to the inner sanctum of 
Zahoor-ul-Akhlaque

R e t r o s p e c t i v e  |  A u g u s t  2 0 1 8

by Iram Zia Raja

oing a retrospective piece on Zahoor-ul- 
Akhlaque, the most potent artist of our 
times is a daunting idea, to begin with. 
How does one separate his life from 
work, or teaching? In this one life and a 

short one at that, it appears he lived many lives, and 
now that I try to imagine his face, the deepening 
lines, the intent gaze and rapidly graying beard, all 
foretold.
 I never knew Zahoor-ul-Akhlaque intimate-
ly, actually not even peripherally. As a design student 
in the late 1980s, I almost always saw Zahoor sahab 
from a distance. In the college corridors, absent 
minded, evasive, elusive, engrossed in his thoughts, 
every inch the proverbial, quintessential artist.   
Many years later, on the clean and wet roads of posh 
Upper Mall, I caught him taking a morning walk of-
ten. I would lower the window of my Khyber to say 
salam and he would respond with a smile. My only 
memories of a life cut short too soon by murder.
 In an ever-developing and constantly 
unfolding art scene of a third-world country, for 
this is what Pakistan essentially is, one is always on 
the look-out for clues, words or phrases directing 
towards possible solutions, nay understanding. And 
clues are aplenty. This portrait of Zahoor needs to be 
created in a Zahooresque manner, each stroke laid 
down carefully, lovingly, ‘pardakht’ like way, in a bid 
to present his life/work/
teaching to an audience 
that is new. This writ-
ing essentially is a bid to 
understand Zahoor’s life 
through people who were 
impacted by his presence. 
Tall order!
 A number of 
books by foreign and 
local authors like Roger 
Connah, Simone Ville, 
and Doctor Akbar Naqvi 
have analysed his work 
and life in great detail. He 
has already been exam-
ined through many lenses, 
multiple points of view. 
Can something new still 
be added to the existing 
discourse? I, as a practi-
tioner and someone deeply 
interested in the actual 
practices of artists and 
the theorizing of frame-
works informing these 
practices, aim to look at 

what preceded and what succeeded. Many authors 
have observed Shakir Ali’s defining role in Zahoor’s 
development as an artist, but before venturing any 
further on this, a quick look at Pakistan’s socio-eco-
nomic and political model in its nascent years will 
offer valuable insight into understanding the larger 
backdrop that shaped Zahoor and other preceding 
artists’ ideas on a subconscious level essentially, to 
begin with.  At the one hand, the “establishment of 
Pakistan introduced urgent new questions regarding 
the need for cultural forms specific to the new na-
tion-state,” and Iftikhar Dadi in his book ‘Modern-
ism And The Art Of Muslim South Asia’ suggests the 
study of this “formative period of intellectual history” 
in order to understand subsequent cultural politics. 
Interestingly and unfortunately, the silencing act of 
liberal voices started soon after the partition. The 
repressive administrative steps taken to silence free 
expression impacted and eventually transformed 
Pakistan into “a veritable intellectual wasteland” 
as noted and documented by Intizar Hussain and 
famous historian Ayesha Jalal in their literary and 
critical works. It is in such interesting times that 
in 1958, Zahoor-ul-Akhlaque entered NCA at 
age seventeen, armed with a matric degree, some 
knowledge of calligraphy, western classics like Kafka 
et al and a readiness to dive in. Connah reports that 
Yousuf Dehlavi’s calligraphy classes in Karachi in his 
formative early years had a profound impact on his 
yet untrained mind. Zahoor’s enquiring mind was to 
carry those lessons in casual balance and composi-
tion very far in his professional practice, years later. 
He was one of the earliest ‘trained artists, designers 
and architects of Pakistan’ who studied at the NCA. 
He began to chart his own aesthetic trajectory, the 
seeds of which he had within himself, ably guided 
by Prof. Mark Ritter Sponenburgh, the American 
professor who was founding principal of the NCA, 
and who lovingly showed these young minds what 
treasures there were in the local, indigenous and folk 

art specimens/forms, simultaneously training them 
according to the Bauhaus model of the happy co-ex-
istence of studio and workshops.
 A continuum of ideas by virtue of inspira-
tion tells the story that is the art of Zahoor-ul-Akh-
laque. Almost all the influences in Zahoor-ul-Akh-
laque’s works can be traced back to his four year stint 
at NCA where they found fulfillment and maturity 

to a certain extent. He was 
the receiver and stimuli 
were many. Shakir Ali 
and his art was one of 
them, shaping his future 
discourse. Haji Sharif, the 
great miniature ustaad ‘s 
presence on NCA cam-
pus, discussions amongst 
Shakir Ali and the ‘early 
moderns’ such as Haneef 
Ramay, Shemza regarding 
the meaning of calligraphy 
as well as their unapolo-
getic stance towards the 
aesthetic practices of the 
past, regular trips to Pak 
Tea House where debates 
on issues of identity en-
sued every now and then–
Zahoor was part of that 
sohbat–proved to be quite 
a post-modernist scenario! 
And what is man eventu-
ally if not a by-product of 
his life/experiences. 

D

Untitled,Zahoor-ul-Aklaque,image courtesy 
Iram Zia Raja

Untitled, Zahoor-ul-Aklaque, image courtesy Iram Zia Raja
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I think, he brought about an 
evolution in the history of 
Pakistani art by his im-
mense study of modernism. 
Not only did he establish 
and develop the style of 
more simplified and mini-
mal art, but he influenced 
his contemporaries too.”
 This model has 
its leanings in the moth-
er and child relationship. 
Conscious nurturing, and 
yet making the child stand 
on its feet, to go out and 
experience life. I seek more 
from people closer to him. 
 Nazish Ataullah, 
NCA’s former principal and 
a mature student in the mid 
1980s knew him in vari-
ous capacities; “a friend’s 
husband, a mentor and 
teacher and later a friend 
and a colleague, reminisces 
that he would know about 
a student’s thought process 
and guided him/her through 
the journey by asking a lot 
of questions in his famed 
mild mannerism. As a 
teacher, he was very keen 
with establishing a relation-
ship with the city. He would 
engage actively with his 
adopted city, its architecture, 
its woodwork, its copperware…walking along with his 
students. He was always challenging himself, wanting 
to look at things anew, afresh. Deeply interested in 
new materials, new forms coupled with his inherent 
analytical, investigative quest, making came as a sec-
ond nature to him.”
 A quick detour to early 1980s brings Qud-
dus Mirza into the picture whose earlier works using 
Mughal miniatures and abstracted imagery of kings 

and princes does seem to have its underpinnings 
in Zahoor-ul-Akhlaq’s works although the use of 
space is diametrically opposite. By this time Zahoor’s 
teaching was well into the twentieth year, an import-
ant point of departure as in a few years time, he will 
re-locate to America for a few years.
 Quddus states, “He was the real post mod-
ernist artist of Pakistan. Zahoor read Muhammad 
Hassan Askari and Intizaar Hussain and was deeply 
inspired by those texts. He read Borges too. All this 
reading did a lot of idea generation within him. 

He himself acknowledged these influences when he 
said, “Division of space is very important in Oriental 
painting…I am very affected by this concept, also by 
the rhythm of calligraphy.”
 Noted scholar and artist,Iftikhar Dadi 
acknowledges Shakir Ali’s decisive role in shaping 
a new generation of students and fellow artists who 
emerged between 1950s to 1970s, of which Zahoor 
was a major exponent, owing to Shakir’s personality 
and pedagogy but Prof. Sponenburgh’s role cannot 
and must not be overlooked, neither forgotten.

Craft as influence:
 Zahoor’s wife and potter,  Sheherezade Alam 
calls him ‘Guru Ji’ lovingly and offers the rare and 
very important insight into Zahoor’s early student 
life as being an incredible beneficiary of the Sponen-
burgh’s direct influence on him towards craft. The 
Swat expedition in 1961 was to have lasting effects 
on these young artists/designers and Zahoor as a 
painter for the first time showed those aesthetic 
influences directly in his work. 
 “Zahoor, in all his travels later, was very 
interested in sitting with the crafts people who were 
making their crafts. It was his way of respecting the 
tradition. Any artist deeply understands how that 
artistry is translated by various people who work with 
their hands”. 
The couple was great collectors too. Their house 
stands tall as a temple to those times and influences.
 “The urge to preserve, conserve, to watch is 
directly linked to the days spent with Shakir sahib 
and Shahid Sajjad who were Zahoor’s closest people. 
One learnt so much as to how to look at and under-
stand craft, and finesse and refinement, and there was 
always, which I understand better now, a modern 
approach to tradition to see if you could reign that tra-
dition into relevance of today. Something like that was 
always at the back of those friends/comrades that their 
work should have relevance and context. Shakir sahib 
and Zahoor were the true scions of art history, with a 
bend on craft.”
 Zahoor-ul-Akhlaque’s experiences impacted 
him differently in different phases of life/chronolog-
ical maturity. The teaching model envisaging great 
investment into the students’ ideas was the model of 
Shakir Ali and that very model was emulated by Za-
hoor-ul-Akhlaque when he finally became a teacher 
in 1963.  Zahoor’s early post-graduate years as an 
artist/student at Hornsey School of Art and later at 
the Royal College of Art are the most meaningful 
towards contributing hugely into a mature art prac-
tice. He was almost like a sponge ready to take in 
whatever came his way. Looking at old manuscripts, 
European painting, classical texts, prepared him for 
what was to be witnessed later. According to Dadi, 
upon his return from London, 

His famed use of grid; genre-less; no boundaries effect; 
open-endedness, all of this alluded to post-modern-
ism and yet I cannot say it was a linear development 
like in the west. It was cyclical-from the past itself.”    
Post-modernism was still not a familiar term in 
Pakistan of those years and yet Zahoor’s work stood 
out. The formal element like the decorative borders 
from miniatures, formatted Persian text, in Zahoor’s 
immaculately created paintings remained the same 
but the treatment of space showed an evolution in 
thought. In Quddus’s view, his expertise and expe-
rience as a printmaker also informed the creation 
of heavily laden textured surfaces also alluding to 
the mark making inspiration, making him the first 
painter/artist in Pakistan to paint like that. 
 “It is almost an extra-sensory experience to 
look at Zahoor’s painting.”
 Rashid Rana, the critically acclaimed artist 
of international repute and belonging to almost 
the last crop of students that Zahoor took under 
his wings, acknowledges Zahoor’s influence on his 
art, curatorial practices and his interest and work 
in curriculum development and terms his art as a 
‘departure point’ for him.
 “Zahoor looked at the past in the least dog-
matic, contrived way. Unlike Chughtai, he remained 
open to practices across time and across regions. He 
had a larger or broader perspective. He did not accept 
or reject any idea regarding the past. He was relaxed 
about it. He did re-claim his traditions but unapol-
ogetically and lovingly. Here was a person who was 
relaxed about it. He was well read, well travelled. He 
was able to make connections between the artistic 
traditions of different areas. His influences were wide 
and varied. He gave us ideas. He made us understand 
that there is no ‘mono-identity’. That was a game 
changer. Zahoor himself was a game changer, at least 
in Pakistan. This is very evident from the fact that we 
are still talking about his work.”
 I feel that Zahoor ul Akhlaq’s physical life 
may have come to an end but his artistic journey has 
only just begun now when his influence culminat-
ing in his students’ work has come to fruition. The 
continuum of ideas continues! And yes, we are still 
talking about his works!

Iram Zia Raja is Associate Professor of Design at 
the NCA. She is currently a doctoral candidate at the 
Punjab University.

‘Radio Photograph of Objects Unidentified’, Zahoor ul Aklaque, 
image courtesy Iram Zia Raja

‘A Visit to the Inner Sanctum’, Zahoor-ul-Aklaque, 1996, 
image from the personal collection of Sheherezade Alam

Zahoor floated the idea of a 
“pedagogical re-opening of the 
role of the Miniature tradition 
in contemporary Pakistani art”. 
These ideas found resonance in his work throughout 
the 1970s. The ‘social role of art’ came out strong 
when he prepared a conceptual framework for the 
Visual Arts Department of the Agha Khan Founda-
tion and encircled himself deep into understanding 
the Ismaili religious thought. The conceptual lean-
ings found in Muslim geometry made a presence in 
his later work.
 As an experienced artist and teacher of 
some years standing, Zahoor’s graciousness towards 
sharing his ideas/knowledge base and systems of en-
quiry is critical, in my view, in creating foundations 
on which Pakistani art today stands. Akram Dost 
Baloch, one of his students from an earlier phase  
confirms, “During my time in NCA in the late 1970s 
as a student, Sir Zahoor-ul-Akhlaq played a monu-
mental role in the manifestation of an artistic envi-
ronment just by being himself. The time and energy he 
put into his profession is unequalled. I would always 
be wonderstruck by the fact he devised a new way 
of compulsive thinking, by rational assumptions and 
criticism.
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‘‘All the flowers are for me’’
Anila Quayyum Agha

P r o f i l e  |  A u g u s t  2 0 1 8

by Sana Kazi

Anila Quayyum Agha, born in Lahore, Pakistan, lives 
and works in the United States of America. She did 
her bachelor’s in Fine Art from the National College 
of Arts in 1989 and her MFA degree in Fiber Arts 
from the University of North Texas in 2004. With 
seventeen solo shows, and fifty group shows, Agha has 
won many awards amongst which, the most notable 
ones are the Art Prize 2014, at the Grand Rapids, 
Michigan, and the Cincinnati Art Museum, Schiele 
Prize 2017. The following is a conversation with Agha 
unravelling the artist, her artworks, and her life.

Sana Kazi: ‘Intersections’, is one of your most 
famous works that won the Public Grand and the 
Juried Grand Prize in 2014 in Grand Rapids. It is 
an interpretation of the motives and patterns from 
the Alhambra, talking about Western and Islamic 
discourse and co-existence. Would you elaborate 
on this work, its relevance, and importance in con-
text to Pakistan? Would you consider bringing this 
body of work to Lahore to inculcate the absolute 
resolution to differences that are so prominently 
experienced here?

Anila Qayyum Agha: In the ‘Intersections’ project, a 
large sculptural installation I explored the geomet-
rical patterning in Islamic sacred spaces to reveal 
its fluidity. I wanted to invite the viewer to confront 
the contradictory nature of all intersections, while 

simultaneously exploring boundaries. For this, 
and the subsequent light projects my goal was to 
explore the binaries of public and private, light 
and shadow, and static and dynamic by relying 
on the purity and inner symmetry of geometric 
design, and the interpretation of the cast shad-
ows. In the city of Lahore, where I grew up, the 
mosque was not only a place of worship, but also 
the repository of the public art form. During my 
teenage years Pakistan didn’t have many museums 
or libraries for public consumption to increase 
literacy or cultural knowledge.
 I believe mosques then and possibly even 
now served the additional purpose of provid-
ing the much-needed cultural education and 
experiences for its male population. Thousands 
of beautiful mosques were spread all over Paki-
stan. But like the millions of women in Lahore 
where I lived, there was no space for me in those 
mosques; the dictates of culture relegating us all 
to praying at home. It is this seminal experience 
of being excluded from a space of community and 
creativity that resonated with me when I visited 
Moorish Spain and experienced the historic site of 

the Alhambra and to 
my amazement dis-
covered the complex 
expressions of both 
wonder and exclu-
sion that have been 
my experience while 
growing up in Paki-
stan. ‘Intersections’ 
emulates patterns 
from the Alhambra, 
which was poised at 
the intersection of 
history, culture and art 
and was a place where 
Islamic and Western 
discourses, met and 
co-existed in harmony 
and served as a testa-
ment to the symbiosis 
of difference. Cumula-
tively, this installation 
uses light, and pattern 
along with the palpa-
bility of reflection to 
question the assump-
tions of geometric de-
sign as a form opposite 
to representational 
or figurative art. The 
source of this ques-
tion lies at the crux of 
Islamic art, which used 
the geometric form as 
an example of the pure 
and transcendent, as 
opposed to the organic 
and human.
The clean and defi-

nite lines and their avowed distance from figurative 
nature of idolatry aim literally to direct spiritual 
consciousness away from the ambiguity and corrup-
tion of the lived form into the certitude of purity. In 
exploring the interpretive capacities of the geometric 

motif, I question this dichotomy that lies at the cen-
ter of Islamic art and its departure from the human 
form. In addition to questioning the assumptions be-
hind the geometric or non-figurative form as certain 
and static, this piece also provokes an investigation 
into questions of authenticity, which are central to 
the post-colonial condition. The intertwining of light 
and shadow, original and derivative, are at the core 
of the various renditions of the pattern. They mirror 
the post-colonial quest for originality and purity, an 
ultimately circular geometric pursuit where primary 
form can only be imagined and never really cap-
tured. In a contextual milieu where difference and 
divergence dominate most conversations about the 
intersection of civilization, my work explores the 
presence of harmonies that do not ignore the shad-
ows, ambiguities and dark spaces between them but 
rather explore them in novel and unexpected ways. 
I endeavor to make artwork that is deeply layered, 
yielding multiple meanings and experiences. My 
personal history and memories of growing up in Pa-
kistan as a woman are a part of my narrative. I want 
to continue the examination of exclusionary politics, 
shifting identities within culture/s, and public & 
private spaces.
 We live in very divisive times with social and 
political issues resulting from multiple wars, mass 
exodus of refugees/ immigrants, and racial/social 
misunderstandings. These are very topical subjects 
connected to the political and social environment of 
world. Through my artistic practice my intent is to 
touch upon the burning issues of our times and to 
create dialog and influence a broader audience. I will 
be honored to show my artwork in Pakistan.

SK: Would you explain the design and concept be-
hind ‘Walking in my Mother’s Shadow’, a solo show 
2016 in New York in reference to your own visit 
back home and on a broader horizon, the dilem-
mas of displacement and war?

AQA: Celebration and loss of loved ones or sites of 
identity and our memories of them manifest in sev-
eral ways. Often, we experience a spectrum of emo-
tion, beginning with deep joy, or sorrow, turning to 
quiet acceptance over time. 

Artist self portrait, courtesy the artist

Teardrop (After Robert Irwin), 42”x42”, Polished Stainless Mirrored Steel/ Light bulbs, 2014, 
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‘Walking in My Mother’s Shadow’ dealt with my 
personal feelings of longings, sadness, loss, and also 
joy. Through this work I reflected on the complex-
ities of love, loss and gains I have experienced over 
the past many years. The artwork in the exhibit also 
attested to losses and gains experienced and endured 
by people across the world for many reasons, such 
as war, oppression and censorship. In early 2016, I 
had just returned to the United States from Lahore, 
Pakistan when I received the dreaded phone call that 
every immigrant fears; my mother had died. I had 
just seen her, touched her, talked to her and now 
she was no more. I had been in Lahore to attend my 
son’s wedding and my moments with my mother 
had been short and snatched, sandwiched between 
the rituals and celebrations of the wedding. As is 
the custom in Islam, she was buried within a day of 
her passing. There was no question of going back 
to Pakistan; she was gone. And I had to mourn her 
alone without my siblings to share the burden. The 
artworks in that exhibition were borne of the varied 
mix of emotion that followed my son’s wedding and 
my mother’s passing. 

I worked with materials that are transparent or ethe-
real, that inhabit the limbo of loss, a space between 
visibility and invisibility, reality and unreality, light 
and shadow, real and unreal. The materials appear 
fragile, but are often resilient, hardy, even stubborn 
just like sorrow when cut, pushed, pulled, scraped, 
or sewn together.
        Materials such as steel cut with delicate patterns, 
or embroidery and beads on white, black and brown 
paper, reflected and refracted light. They represented 
space that belongs to one more than the other, eval-
uated the color of my body and the bodies of others, 
and the cycles of life and death. In the floral beauty 
of the patterns and layers, the cuts and embroidery 
strived to capture the identity, beauty, and femininity 
of my mother and other mothers – me, you, us – that 
become obscured by gravestone and shroud. The 
patterns paid homage to the organic to which death 
is inevitably linked but from which new life also 
emerges. The colored metallic embroidery threads 
in those works are often used in women’s wedding 
dresses in Pakistan but never for shrouds. In stitch-
ing these threads into paper, and cutting patterns in 

“My work is... a contemplation 
on the nature of boundaries 
and alienation, and on the 

power of dialogue to transcend 
the barriers of gender, race, 

religion, and culture that pre-
vent the true intersections and 
exchanges between cultures.”

steel, I connected the wedding that is believed the 
beginning of a woman’s life-giving journey, and the 
funeral that is its ultimate end. The interplay of the 
nuptial and the funereal invites us to cherish our 
losses, more so because they are intrinsically con-
nected to life’s most beautiful moments such as hold-
ing a hand that may soon be no more. Together, the 
wedding and funeral suggested the larger cycle of life 
binding us through gossamer fragility and beauty of 
a bloom that will undoubtedly fade.

AQA: Inner worlds, the worlds of memories and 
stories have often belonged to women. In days past, 
before the city forced people into smaller and small-
er spaces, the women were also the caretakers of 
gardens, whose blooms and blossoms, scented their 
tales and created an ongoing dialogue with the nat-
ural. Seclusion then, did not, as it does now, mean 
an estrangement from nature. Enforced both by the 
constriction of public space, by the encroachment 
of religious dogma and the amoebic conquest of the 
unnatural, the seclusion of the individual woman is 
imagined as a cessation of her relationship with the 
natural. But the meaning of woman is the essence of 
rebirth and reclamation. The dead gardens of times 
past, the inflection of leaves, the curves of a tendril 
are recaptured in the art of inner chambers of the 
Islamic world; appearing on walls, in the hems of 
embroidered garments and in the silken weave of 

carpets. Together they become a reclamation of the 
natural for the inner world of women; a testament 
that seclusion is not a severing of the beautiful. The 
natural garden then, is transformed and reformed 
into an eternal garden, whose blooms do not die, 
and whose expression is wholly feminine. It also 
challenges the dominant representations of seclu-
sion, of private space and inner life as somehow 
lesser and lacking in beauty and versatility.
 In the reclamation of natural beauty, in its 
recreation, hence is a testament to the versatility 
of the female imagination, the essentially feminine 
quality of creation that undergirds women’s lives. 
It also provokes the viewer into a reconsideration 
of the value of the private and the secluded, not 
as something less, but as something more. In this 
second sense, it represents a revelation; that there 
can be beauty, enchantment, laughter and joy in 
unexpected and unknown spaces. All ‘The Flowers 
Are For Me’, thus celebrates women and their resil-
ience, and the color red references the colors used in 
Islamic art and architecture, but also represents the 
passion and violence women live with daily.

SK: ‘All the Flowers are for Me’, (Red) won the 
Cincinnati Art Museum Schiele Prize. What is 
the meaning behind the title of this work, and the 
meaning ‘red’ in your opinion?

Intersections, Anila Quayyum Agha, 2014, Powder-coated & Laser-cut Steel, Light bulb, 6.5’ Cube, Photo: Debra JenkinsOn a larger level, it was the communal sense of 
loss – of loved ones, identities, homes and coun-
tries – experienced by myriad people across a world 
ravaged by the atrocities of war and displacement 
that created equivalence. It added poignancy to my 
personal loss and the global loss I bear witness to 
daily via the news media. Much of the work in the 
show also reflected joy for my son and his future life 
alongside the lives of many people across the world 
who have been given second chances through reset-
tlement in new lands but who will always carry with 
them a sense of loss and displacement. The artwork 
dealt with the interplay of presumed opposites: male 
and female, the definite and the amorphous, the 
geometric and the organic. In that body of work, 
my concerns emerged in an exploration of joy and 
grief, the nuptial and the funereal, the seen and the 
unseen. 
 Through those works I wanted to draw 
attention to the overarching themes that hover in 
the background, i.e. connecting the cultural accu-
mulation of gendered norms that govern women’s 
lives limiting self---actualization through both the 
wedding and death. Within those works I examined 
the amoebic transparency of sorrow, and its ability to 
reflect and inflict light and darkness. 
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and historical patterns of traditional oppression and 
domestic servitude. I have continued to add to my 
original concerns within my art practice by explor-
ing complexity through additional media, processes 
and technology, producing more complicated weaves 
of thought, artistic action and social experience.
 My work is not about Islam or Christianity, 
but a contemplation on the nature of boundaries 
and alienation, and on the power of dialogue to 
transcend the barriers of gender, race, religion, 
and culture that prevent the true intersections and 
exchanges between cultures. The conceptual ambi-
guity of the resulting patterns in the artwork, create 
an interactive experience in which the onlooker’s 
subjective experiences of alienation and belonging 
become part of the piece and its identity. My fasci-
nation with commemorative architecture has added 

heat and bright sunlight of the region/s. I have cho-
sen to integrate these architectural elements into my 
artwork to add conceptual and metaphorical weight 
and meaning to both my drawings and installations. 
These integrations add complexity by introducing 
size, scale, and pattern to the artwork. I work with 
materials that are often transparent or ethereal, that 
inhabit the limbo of loss, a space between visibility 
and invisibility, reality and unreality, light and shad-
ow, real and unreal. 

The material choices appear fragile, but are often 
resilient, hardy, even stubborn when cut, pushed, 
pulled, scraped, or sewn together. The unexpected 
outcomes of delicacy and lightness add to the poi-
gnancy of the steel sculptures or the works on paper 
sewn with metallic threads and beads. And the 
intimacy within the small drawings vie in contrast to 
the monumental nature of the installations.

SK: What are your upcoming projects?

AQA: I am creating a large house like structure that 
conceptually deals with ideas of shelter/ refuge or 
lack thereof. It is my first outdoor sculpture, sized at 
12’x10’x8’. The material I have used for this project 
is laser-cut white painted steel, with a single light 
bulb lit at night. During the day, the project will be 
lit by the sun. The created shadows will travel with 
the passage of the sun to metaphorically depict 
time and distance. This project will be shown at the 
Kansas City Art Biennale titled ‘Open Spaces’ on the 
campus of the KCAI (Kansas City Art Institute). My 
intent through this project was to explore ideas of 

the desire for safety, borders 
and incarceration along with 
interrogation, homelessness, 
and displacement connected to 
the status of being a refugee or 
an immigrant, thus a displaced 
person. I also wanted to refer-
ence the rampant homelessness 
within the USA. The title of the 
Piece is ‘This Is Not A Refuge!’

SK: What advice would you 
give to the upcoming young 
generation of artists studying 
in various colleges?

AQA: I am often asked to 
advise young artists and the 
answer can and often is fairly 
long. Here I am condensing 
it to a paragraph. I start by 
telling them to think long and 
hard about what they want to 
do with their lives. There are 
many choices out there such as 
making money, gaining recog-
nition or prestige, or owning a 
business etc. The most import-
ant thing to do in my opinion, 
is to make goals, a few short 
ones and one or two long-term 
goals. Planning strategically 
to figure out how to make the 
short-term goals further the 
long-term goals while simulta-
neously evaluating the artwork 
one is making to gauge its rele-
vance within the art paradigm 
is vital. This is often hard for 
young people as they may not 
have been taught to think crit-
ically. As an artist, it is import-
ant to continue to make art, 
and find opportunities to show 
one’s work to build a resume. 

Have a short statement ready 
when confronted by a critic, art professional or cu-
rator without dissolving into a puddle of water. Have 
a neat packet free of grammatical mistakes ready 
to send out at a moment’s notice with great images, 
art statement, and a resume. Always be grateful and 
smile. Never bad mouth anyone even if they do you 
wrong as the art world is really small and everything 
circles back to you. Think of chaos rather than mal-
ice as the driving force governing people’s lives. Last 
but not least, be patient, it will happen eventually, 
whatever your hopes and dreams are. Work steadily 
and consistently to make the dream come true.

the United States are woven into my work of redefin-
ing and rewriting women’s handiwork as a poignant 
form of creative expression. Using materials such 
as steel and wood in my sculptural works to show 
delicacy and lightness, or embroidery as a drawing 
medium in my drawings I reveal the multiple layers 

another layer to my work. In South Asian and the 
Middle-Eastern interiors of mosques, homes, and 
the walls of gardens are often constructed with 
elaborately cutout screens. The patterns in these ar-
chitectural constructions filter light and allow air to 
pass through—effective strategies in dealing with the 

Sana Kazi graduated from NCA in 2006 with a BFA and 
she completed her Masters in Visual Arts in 2012. She has 
worked and taught at NCA as Assistant Professor. Kazi is 
currently working as an independent writer and painter.

people. I further believe teaching is a noble profes-
sion providing an important service for the world 
community and I for one am intensely committed 
to teaching and helping train our future generations. 
Teaching is an extension of my own creative practice 
and life experiences both here in the United States 
and in my native country, Pakistan. I teach because 
I am an eternal student myself and have a tremen-
dous respect and love for learning. Teaching is also 
my way to purposefully give back to my community 
through the provision of critical thinking skills that 
ensure students’ make informed choices for their 
lives and futures. Art is a valuable, though difficult, 
undertaking that brings both extraordinary rewards 
and challenges. Deep commitment is required to 
make it a way of life for art practitioners. I have 
striven to distinguish myself as an artist-teacher 
capable of interacting with 
complex communities working 
toward common goals.
 Living and working in 
Indianapolis has been good for 
me. It’s a small city in the mid-
west of the United States and is 
often in the shadow of Chicago 
which is one of the biggest me-
tropolis’ in the country. How-
ever, since there is not as much 
to do here like there is in New 
York City, I work more in my 
studio which allows for more 
time to conceive, create, make 
mistakes and rectify those 
mistakes without anyone being 
the wiser. The faculty and staff 
at Herron School of Art and 
Design at Indiana University 
welcomed me when I relo-
cated to Indianapolis in 2008. 
Becoming a part of the larger 
community within Indianapo-
lis and the state allowed me to 
contribute in meaningful ways 
through teaching and working 
within the arts community. I 
feel it is my responsibility to 
teach tolerance and familiarize 
my students to a larger world 
outside their purview.
 A large percentage of 
the students at IUPUI may be 
first generation college students 
and come with pre-conceived 
ideas of race and religious affil-
iations but may graduate with 
a more compassionate world 
view. I myself live by these 
tenets I teach my students, and 
ultimately this circular pursuit 
of tolerance and racial/social 
justice affects my own work 
positively.

SK: Tell us a bit about the various materials you use 
for your work?

AQA: As a cross-disciplinary artist I create mixed 
media drawings and sculptural installations. 
Through the use of a variety of media, from large 
sculptural installations to embroidered drawings I 
explore the deeply entwined political relationships 
between gender, culture, religion, labor and social 
codes. In my work, I use combinations of textile 
processes along with sculptural methodologies to 
reveal and question the gendering of textile/femi-
nine work as inherently domesticated and excluded 
from being considered an art form. My experiences 
in my native country and as an immigrant here in 

SK: How does your teaching career affect you as an 
artist, or vice versa?

AQA: Art and culture in my opinion is the heart of 
any community and that education in the arts helps 
train compassionate, self-aware civic-minded

All the Flowers Are For Me- Red, Powder-coated & Laser-cut Steel, Light bulb, 5” Cube, photo: Steve Prachyl
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Art for Education
R e v i e w  |  S e p t e m b e r  2 0 1 8

by Rosa Maria Falvo

T specialists Salima Hashmi and Rosa Maria Falvo. 
Few initiatives in the contemporary art world engage 
the direct relationship between art and education. 
And fewer still celebrate the status and power of 
both fields to address and stimulate positive change 
for global issues such as gender, geopolitics, ethnic-
ity and social responsibility. In this exhibition art is 
truly at the service of education, and education is the 
tool used by art, through artists and their audiences, 
to cultivate the hearts and minds of two very differ-
ent realities.
60 Artists: Hamra ABBAS Dua Abbas RIZVI Aisha 
ABID HUSSAIN Farrukh ADNAN Euceph AHMED 
Nurjahan AKHLAQ David Chalmers ALESWORTH 
Mina ARHAM Sana ARJUMAND Zahra ASIM Unum 
BABAR & Matt KUSHAN Affan BAGHPATI Farida BA-
TOOL Faiza BUTT Ayesha DURRANI Shakila HAIDER 
Amber HAMMAD Ghulam HUSSAIN Samina IQBAL 
Ayesha JATOI Ayaz Hussain JOKHIO Mahbub JOKHIO 
Ali KAZIM Aisha KHALID Amra KHAN Asif KHAN 
Naiza KHAN Saba KHAN Nusra LATIF QURESHI 
Rehana MANGI Mudassar MANZOOR Rahat Naveed 
MASUD Imran MIR Hira Tahir MIRZA Ghulam MO-
HAMMAD Imran MUDASSAR Huma MULJI Mehreen 
MURTAZA Haider Ali NAQVI Seema NUSRAT Sana 
OBAID Tazeen QAYYUM Saba QIZILBASH Imran 
QURESHI Aroosa RANA Rashid RANA Talha RA-
THORE Ali RAZA Muzzumil RUHEEL Wardha SHAB-
BIR Adeela SULEMAN Abdullah M. I. SYED Risham 
SYED Salman TOOR Beenish USMAN Yasser VAYANI 
Yasir WAQAS Adeel uz ZAFAR Inaam ZAFAR Mahreen 
ZUBERI
Curators: Salima Hashmi, renowned artist, writer, cura-
tor, educator, human rights activist, and expert in South 
Asia, based in Lahore. 
Rosa Maria Falvo, writer, editor and curator 
specializing in Asia-Pacific & Middle East 
contemporary art, based in Milan.

fresh examples of intimate storytelling, like Shaki-
la Haider’s Final Destination (2015), Mudassar 
Manzoor’s Pattern of Silence (2017) or Abdullah 
Syed’s Currency of Love (2016); playful and ironic 
commentaries on the current state of affairs, like 
Amra Khan’s Adam & Adeel and the Garden of 
Earthly Delights (2015) or Huma Mulji’s National 
Dry Cleaners (2016); patient re-elaborations of the 
country’s history and traditions, like Aisha Khalid’s 
All is Grey When the Black is Washed Away (2015), 
Adeela Suleman’s The Curtain (2018) or Adeel uz 
Zafar’s Teddy (2018); and mesmerising meditations 
on its future, like Tazeen Qayyum’s Your Mind En-
gulfed in Stillness (2015), Rashid Rana’s War Within 
VI (2016-17) or Talha Rathore’s Tangible Intangible 
(2008); to name just a few of the exciting works and 
themes covered in this show. Our artists are evident-
ly deeply sensitised by their own educational experi-
ences and schooling, which has been privileged and 
transformative; under the tutelage of inspirational 
mentors who are still working to maintain a re-
markably sustainable system of technical know-how, 
career development, and closely personal support. 
These artists and their professors really give back to 
each other, as the children and their teachers I saw 
in the rural villages of Lahore and the urban slums 
of Karachi. 
 In the hope that all of them feel truly appre-
ciated for what they have achieved and are sharing 
with us on this side of the globe, our particular grat-
itude goes to dear friends like Asad Hayee at Rothas 
Gallery in Lahore, Adeela Suleman and the VASL 
Artists’ Association in Karachi, Imran Khan, Naiza 
Khan, Rashid Rana, and Faiza Butt who all nominat-
ed and encouraged their peers to participate and us 
to keep going. Many other artists also helped draw in 
their colleagues from across 
Pakistan and communicate 
more quickly with those 
living abroad. We could not 
have completed this show 
without their precious team 
efforts. 
ART FOR EDUCATION 
Contemporary Artists from 
Pakistan
First ever group exhibi-
tion in an Italian museum 
dedicated to contemporary 
Pakistani art. The Citi-
zens Foundation (TCF) is 
a professionally managed, 
non-profit organization set 
up in 1995 in Karachi by a 
group of citizens who wanted 
to bring about positive social 
change through education. 
The Italian Friends of The 
Citizens Foundation (IFTCF) 
in Milan presents this first 
ever group exhibition “Art 
for Education” showcasing 
60 Pakistani artists, inter-
nationally acclaimed and 
talented emerging, who have 
all donated their artworks 
in support of quality sec-
ular education for under-
privileged communities in 
Pakistan. Held at a presti-
gious museum in Milan, this 
ground-breaking show is 
curated by two outstanding 
South Asian art writers and 

his project, bravely initiated by the Italian 
Friends of The Citizens Foundation 
(IFTCF) here in Milan, is exceptionally 
refreshing. So much more than raising 
funds, this exhibition of Pakistani artists 

is about providing tangible opportunities: for all the 
TCF teachers and students who are its true protago-
nists; for the 60 lauded artists who gifted their time 
and talents in the spirit of international exchange; 
for a prestigious Catholic art museum to freely open 
its exhibition spaces and intercultural agenda to 
underrepresented realities; for Milanese audiences, 
young and old, connoisseurs and general public, to 
see the kinds of creativity happening a world away; 
for academic and art worlds alike to learn bilaterally; 
for writers to present new viewpoints; for our de-
voted volunteers to bring about real change in other 
people’s lives; and for all of us to be enriched by the 
beautiful smiles on these Pakistani children’s faces. 
 Many artists everywhere receive requests to 
donate their work, and the decision to do so is not 
as easy or as straightforward as one might imagine. 
But in our happy case, we were inundated with pro-
posals. It is the proven effectiveness, credibility and 
exemplary philanthropy of the TCF over many years 
that has motivated these artists, so many of whom 
are teachers themselves, to jump on-board a project 
which so clearly provides for their local communi-
ties. As curators, the challenges were often practical 
in dealing with limited resources for storage, trans-
port, framing, display constraints, and so forth. We 
had to exclude most three-dimensional pieces, and 
work exclusively with the allocated walls on both 
sides of a long corridor leading into a main ground 
floor atrium and the courtyard of our museum, 
which houses a permanent collection of sacred art-
works from the region. Aiming for innovative visual 
connections within the range of works received, our 
focus has been to select candidates based on the 
quality of their submissions in a democratic effort to 
represent as much of the Pakistani art community as 
possible, even under trying circumstances. 
 Featuring many of Pakistan’s most accom-
plished artists and its promising emerging talents, 
each of the works gathered for this auction, exhibi-
tion, and catalogue in some way bears quiet witness 
or the artist was compelled to break some kind of 
silence on the pertinent issues affecting the quali-
ty of human life, and not only in South Asia, such 
as relentless urbanisation, degradation, military 
rule, censorship, oppression, conflict, social justice, 
migration and the legacies of ancient traditions in an 
increasingly globalised existence. The pressure on se-
rious artists to reach the high level artistic demands 
necessary to ‘effortlessly’ convey such complex truths 
is great. Their work invariably beckons to a captivat-
ed audience and stimulates more questions; further 
reflection. What real use is art in times of such need 
or desperation? Ultimately, the very concrete out-
comes of this show will provide more than enough 
justification for all our voluntary efforts over the last 
two years. And some of this art might well have been 
produced from a central point within a particular 
struggle, be it personal, societal, or international, but 
the agents in control in times of strife or confusion 
are not the artists themselves. They are often the 
‘lonely poets’ who offer us the nuances and hopefully 
the emotional and/or intellectual depth to help us 
feel, and even to choose or change our responses.
 Like much of the West, the Italian media is 
typically exhausted by portrayals of violence, pover-
ty, political turmoil, gender inequities, and endemic 
corruption in Pakistan. So we wanted to counteract 
this deadpan approach to cultural branding with 
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Karachi comes alive with
Hanif Shehzad

R e v i e w  |  A u g u s t  2 0 1 8

by Aliyah Ashraf

he solo show of Hanif Shehzad at 
Chawkandi Art was mainly a collection of 
various cityscapes of the city of Karachi. A 
space he wants to keep alive in his paint-

ings, knowing that at one point they will not look the 
same or may even cease to exist. The artist is known 
for his particular interest in painting old buildings 
and street views in various perspectives, mainly with 
elements which identify the local cultural icons such 
as the shalwar kameez clad women, rickshaws and 
mini-buses which are a rampant presence through 
the streets of Karachi.

They truly steal the show in my opinion, be it a 
headlight of a rickshaw, a motorcycle or a lamppost 
emitting the warm tungsten hues—all of them es-
sentially painted to bathe the streets with a carpet of 
comforting warm tones.
 The Port Grand walkway in the nighttime is 
highly appealing to the eye since the ships that stand 
at the port are so masterfully painted to reflect back 
the artificial light sources, depicting how it keeps the 
area alive and bustling. One dusk scene painting of 
Port Grand highlights the natural orange of the set-
ting sun, beautifully rimming the outline of clouds 
with such precision that it evokes a hyper-realistic 
feel to a very high degree. The photographic feel, 
mimicked by the ‘star burst lens effect’ is also a very 
intriguing and signature element of his paintings 
which at first glance makes one assume that it is a 
photographic capture instead of oil on a canvas.
  Shehzad, when talking about this solo exhi-
bition, mentions how this time round he has taken 
a liberty with unrealistic colours, especially for the 
old monuments. As a viewer, my realistic eye may 
not feel at ease looking at the blue and pink hues in 
areas where I know for a fact cannot be real, hence 
creating a ‘detached from reality’ look in almost all 
of his monumental paintings. That is the liberty that 
only an artist can take to give his perspectives and 
views. It is this detachment from reality, through 
colour, which makes the viewer stop, assess and 
then reassess what was just perceived through our 
reliable, sense of sight.
 

 The main buildings that dominate the show 
are the Mohatta Palace and Hindu Gymkhana being 
the subject of multiple paintings with differing 
colours and perspectives. Also then we see Baldia 
Building, Denso Hall and the Church along with a 
few paintings of the Karachi Seaview. One-off Street 
Scene paintings of Tariq Road, Saddar and Tower are 
also in the show, which are mainly painted as a night 
perspective.
 The imaginary aspect in the foregrounds 
are a further pull away from the realistic landscape 
surrounding the older buildings that the artist has 
painted in multiple colour palettes. For instance, the 
painting of the main gate of Mohatta Palace with 
its imaginary foreground is completely an exercise 
in imagination since it is the sidewalks and roads 
which is what memory tends to recall and not the 
natural vegetation as is visible in the painting. Again, 
such is the liberty that only an artist can take.
 It is mainly the blue and purple colour in 
the artist’s palette which speaks profoundly of the 
‘detached from reality’ aspect, being more so audible 
when one gets to see them splattered in buildings 
which realistically are made of red bricks or visible 
in the leaves and grass which most obviously is not 
to have such unbelievable hues. All in all, the works 
spoke boldly to the viewer and was upfront about 
how it is, what the artist wants it to be and not how it 
should be.

T

Aliyah Ashraf is a photographer who is also a trained 
lawyer, with an innate eye for art and design. She is a 
regular contributor for Artnow Pakistan. 

Image courtesy Chawkandi Art

“Most striking about his paintings 
are the contrasts created by 

nighttime scenes in comparison to 
the daytime scenes for the 

newer areas such as Port Grand.”
The older areas such as the streets of Saddar, Tower 
and Tariq Road were mainly done as a night scene.
 The illumination by streetlights and other 
forms of man-made light sources has a gentle cas-
cading-light effect over surrounding trees, buildings 
and people populating his canvases. The buttery 
yellow light of tungsten splattered across the road it-
self makes one recall their personal memories of the 
space. This is not to say that someone who has not 
seen these areas before would not be able to appreci-
ate the way these night scenes are painted in its full 
splendor, keeping in mind the dominant effect of
 artificial light sources.
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 While speaking about how this exhibition 
had added weightage to the portfolio of the master 
of generations, Tony Pontone, the founding Director 
of Pontone Gallery remarked: 

“Jamil Naqsh, the Indian-born, Pakistani 
contemporary master assembles the fragmented 
echoes of the ancient Indus Civilisation in his 
own personal and unique interpretation of this 
tantalising and enigmatic “lost” culture. This is 
arguably one of the most important exhibitions of 
the artist’s distinguished 60-year career, certainly 
one that Jamil Naqsh feels intimately connected 
with as he affectionately describes it 
“my Moen-jo-daro”
        

His abstract and master-
ly drawn human figures, 
surrounded by the traces 
of Indus Civilization, 
had revived the subject 
from scratch without 
losing the essence of an-
tiquity that had strongly 
challenged the horizons 
of man-kind. Naqsh 
had revived the inter-
pretation of history in a 
completely different way 
and that could be seen in 
the fearless strokes of his 

brush creating chaotic and complex backgrounds, 
echoing the narratives of Naqsh’s Moen-Jo-Daro.

Moen-Jo-Daro in London:
Echoes of Naqsh

R e v i e w  |  A u g u s t  2 0 1 8

by Maheen Aziz

amil Naqsh’s exhibition, 
titled ‘Echoes’ opened 
at the Pontone Gallery 
in London on July 

27th, 2018. These new 
series of paintings carried 
images from the oldest 
Indus Valley Civilization 
that offered an insight 
into the bygones of Moen- 
Jo-Daro. Many art lovers, 
enthusiasts and renowned 
artists were drawn to the 
gallery for a mere glance 
of what Naqsh had to offer 
this time.
Undoubtedly, the masterstrokes of the artist were an 
aesthetic delight for its viewers. Naqsh had raised the 
standards of within the historic realm of painting, 
especially the Indus Civilization that has been used 
countless times and has had an eye straining series 
of paintings by many artists from South Asia.
 Instead of portraying the Indus Valley Civi-
lization in a monotonous style, Naqsh chose to paint 
the way he discerned and observed history. He had 
not restricted the subject, but composed the human 
female figures with fish, pots, bulls and un-deci-
phered Indus script in his customary and well-
known style of painting without losing the realness 
of his subject.
 He used each artefact and fused most of 
them with his signature nude female figures. Naqsh 
painted his signatory nude female like a living model 
in different postures; turning, bending, lyin and dis-
joint, not regarding the steady statue posture of the 
‘Dancing Girl’.

J

Maheen Aziz is an Assistant Editor and Writer at
Artnow Pakistan and is the Manager at Al-Nissa 
Communications.

 The subject 
he had chosen 
to work on had 
already influ-
enced painters 
in the past and 
this may have 
been a challenge 
for Naqsh to 
transform it into 
something that 
could meet the 
level of under-
standing of a 
general viewer.
 Naqsh had 
maintained the 

tradition of engaging viewers to entangle the com-
plex strokes and understand modification yet bring-
ing out the purity and true essence of the subject. On 
the other hand, he had stretched the boundaries to 
resuscitate other artists who had been looking at the 
history from one eye and fear transformation and 
revival in art.
 The un-deciphered Indus scripts and im-
pressions, bullocks, fish, and pots, notable compo-
nents of Indus Civilization were well composed in 
each painting and added life to the values of bygones 
of an earlier age in an exceptionally talented way.
 The soft earthy tones and light colors were 
used to enhance the features of women and dark 
shadowy colors were used to increase the depth. The 
elongated neck of the female was a symbol of beauty 
in Naqsh’s work whereas, long hands of women were 
holding fish, pots, statue, that symbolized the Indus 
Civilization and glorified Naqsh’s notion.
  

All images courtesy, Changwoo Ryu
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The maestro of pen and brush:
Eqbal Mehdi 

R e v i e w  |  S e p t e m b e r  2 0 1 8

by Maheen Aziz

here are few names in the history of 
Pakistani art whose bodies might have 
left this ethereal world but they have left 
behind a lot to cherish for their lovers 
and fans.  

 Eqbal Mehdi is the name amongst those 
artists who are still speaking, teaching and com-
municating to the art world through their brilliant 
paintings and drawings. Mehdi was not only a 
self-taught artist, but was bestowed with an inborn 
artistic talent which was polished and flourished in 
his mind, later blossoming in the drawings which he 
was, and still is, best known for.
 Mehdi was a realistic painter highly influ-
enced by artists such as Andrew Wyeth, who also 
worked with similar notions. The subject he had 
chosen to explore through his work were animals, 

landscapes and local people of Pakistan. His work 
showed a great control and command on the brush 
with small and big strokes, whereas the pen and ink 
drawings, which are generally assumed to be darker 
and loud, actually were very detailed, giving a sense 
of quality and realism – something the artist empha-
sized upon.
           Across numerous artworks, one can easily dis-
cern the art of Mehdi; that which is highly detailed 
with an emphasis on light and shadow, be it his small 
drawings or large murals. Not even a single part of 
the canvas was ever left neglected, untouched or 
incomplete. His attention to detail had always given 
a soothing feeling of patience and creating textures 
depicted a sense of joy in his work. 

T  The only legacy 
left behind by an artist is 
his art, which he leaves 
to be utilized for a good 
cause. To commemo-
rate the journey of this 
eminent and talented 
artist and to pay tribute 
to his contributions in 
the field of art, Hashoo 
Group was honored 
to have his treasured 
paintings. Those alluring 
masterpieces were set 
for a noble cause to raise 
funds for the Hashoo 
Foundation.

  
  
   
 
   

    

       
  
There were nearly 50 paint-
ings available for display. Art 
collectors, enthusiasts, artists, 
students, journalists and the 
business class were all invited 
for the show. There were a 
number of Mehdi’s para-
mount paintings that includ-
ed oil on canvas and his very 
own signature pen and ink 
compositions.
       The exhibition took 
place at the Crystal Board 

Room of Marriott 
Hotel, Karachi. The 
spacious hall was 
heavily lit and Mehdi’s 
mesmerizing pen and 
ink drawings as well as 
his oil paintings were 
adding a shine to it.  
 The art 
exhibition was not 
only a marvel of Me-
hdi’s artworks but was 
also a call to contrib-
ute and raise funds for 
the needy. 

“Nothing could be better for an artist 
to not only serve the art fraternity 

during his lifetime, but be able to aid 
humanity even after his passing.”

Maheen Aziz is an Assistant Editor and Writer at Artnow 
Pakistan and is the Manager at Al-Nissa Communications.

Untitled, Eqbal Mehdi, courtesy ArtNet

Untitled, Eqbal Mehdi, courtesy Gallery 6 Islamabad

Untitled, Eqbal Mehdi, courtesy Clifton Art Gallery

 Mehdi has provided a major contribution to 
the art world through his art. This is our responsibil-
ity to carry forward the motives and utilize art in the 
best way possible of such artists who had left their 
artistic legacy behind for a good cause.
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The art of eternal childhood
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by Noor Butt

s art students, we were often told that 
the purpose of our training is to turn us 
into artists, and not craftsmen, perhaps 
implying that, what distinguishes the two 
is the abstract from the tangible. One 

would further question why the two were mostly 
presented in opposition to each other and whether 
there could be a way to harmonize both as one. The 
fine art versus craft debate is by no means a new 
one, but it does lead one to question whether such 
unspoken rules are still applied in contemporary art 
practices.
 The solo show by Meryam Asim, ‘Journey 
to Neverland’ opened at VM art gallery on July 12th, 
2018 in Karachi. The show is described as aiming to 
‘motivate masses’ and ‘provide relief for art lovers’ to 
highlight social responsibilities of nature conserva-
tion. Asim’s work focuses primarily on visuals of na-
ture, specifically trees, in the form of wire sculptures, 
as well as clay sculptures reminiscent to visuals of 
classic fairytales. One can argue that the work might 
not be seen entirely as ‘modern’, but perhaps that was 
never the purpose in the first place. Asim remarks 
how her work aims to ‘revive’ the medium of wire 
sculpture resembling the ancient heritage of ‘folk art’.
 What cannot be denied here is the emphasis 
on specifically the craftsmanship of the work, while 
also trying to present a thought process behind it 
which is beyond just aesthetic. In the fine art ver-
sus craft debate, Asim’s work leads us to further 
question: C an one truly ever be separated from the 
other?
 Asim’s tree sculptures are presented as 
miniature versions of the real thing, adding a hint 
of childlike quirkiness. The sculptures are made to 
resemble trees of different shapes and form in colour 
or silver and gold, either standing still or frozen in 
wind-like movement. She describes the clay sculp-
tures as ‘Fairy Mansions’, taking inspiration from her 
childhood fantasies. The clay sculptures also infuse 
materials of wood and light, also bearing 

resemblance to visuals of mush-
room houses from children-orient-
ed franchises like the Smurfs.
 In an urbanized metropo-
lis like Karachi, there is not much 
opportunity to witness or experi-
ence nature. Living in such a city, 
one can never possibly see actual 
versions of Asim’s sculptures in real 
life. With several artists in film, 
illustration and gaming, imagining 
images of post-apocalyptic worlds 
without trees and dwindling nature 
(which does not seem like an 
improbability at this point with cli-
mate change), 
Asim’s work 
aims to 
conserve 
the image of 
nature in a 
fairytale-like 
manner, cre-
ating a frozen 
version before 
seeing it pos-
sibly become 
obsolete. Her 
work may 
possibly be 
overlooked 

by some in terms of art versus craft, but perhaps in 
a dystopian future, it would be the remnant of a lost 
natural past.
 The premise of the show indeed relies on 
being relatable and accessible to the masses, not only 
because of the comparatively affordable price range 
but also because of its aesthetic sensibilities. Similar 
tree and clay sculptures are often also presented at 
Karachi’s annual Flower Show, where they are met 
with praise and appreciation. Reimagining nature 
with a child-like sensibility and creating accessibility 
to a wider range of people also possibly helps in em-
phasizing the urgency of conserving natural living 
things instead of simply just using as decoration.
 Asim’s work therefore tries to break that 

binary of what classifies as 
art or craft, infusing both in 
a way that becomes appreci-
ated by a wider public rather 
than a niche, while retaining a 
youthful sentiment that incor-
porates not only a variety of 
manual skill but also an artistic 
thought process to elevate it.

A

Noor Butt is an artist and  
recent graduate from the Indus 
Valley School of Art and 
Architecture, 2017. 

All images are courtesy of VM 
Art Gallery. 
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ashid Arshed’s recently published book, 
‘Art Scene of Pakistan: The Unwritten 
Chapter’ is an important document to 
understand the art of Pakistan, and its 
history from a personal point of view. 

The artist’s position in terms of invoking past and 
connecting it to his and everyone else’s present for 
the sake of future is commendable, especially due 
to using a language that is devoid of mystery, and 
ambiguity. Nor does his text have a pompous tone, 
or a tint of self-praise, a trait of many writings on art 
and several autobiographies.
 Actually, the book (produced by Sang-e-
Meel Publications, Lahore in 2018) is more than 
merely an autobiography. It also contains author’s 
comments and reflections on the art of Pakistan, 
his observation on the evolution of art schools, his 
sketches of his contemporaries and other fellow 
artists, like Abdur Rahman Chughtai, Shakir Ali, 
Ahmed Parvez, Sadequain, Bashir Mirza and Ali 

Imam. Some of their works are also reproduced 
along with the author’s paintings and mixed media 
prints. Arshed, very graciously, included images of 
young artists, such as Sumaira Tazeen, and Irfan 
Hasan, when he talks about the revival of Neo-
Miniature in Pakistan: 
“Combining tradition and modernity, this group of 
Young Turks stunned the global art scene with their 
inexhaustible creative potential. Shahzia Sikander’s 
selection in the 1997 Biennale Exhibition at the 
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York and 
subsequent one-person show at Hirsh Horn Museum 
in 1999, opened the door to her fame and fortune... 
Imran Qureshi came under global spotlight when he 
initiated Karkhana, a collaborative project shared by 
fellow miniature artists, Aisha Khalid, Saira Wasim, 
Hasnat Mehmood, Nusra Latif and Talha Rathore.”

          The book 
also provides a 
chronology of 
Rashid Ashed’s art 
and its development 
in various stages. 
From his earlier 
realistic watercolour 
‘Temple at River-
side’ (1959) and a 
rather stylized work 
‘The Sky Above’, 
tempera on paper, 
1960 to works from 
the seventies, based 
on script, which 
became his mark of 
identity. Arshed kept 
on pursuing this 
language, observed 

in his painting ‘Vision’ 1986, 
‘Black Board’ 1989, ‘Aesthetic Probe 
One’, 1991, ‘Black Script’, 1992, ‘Auto-
biography’, 2000, ‘Love Letter’, 2000, 
‘Scripture’, 2000, to several later works 
with pronounced calligraphic charac-
ter, executed in the first decade of the 
twenty-first century.
 Maybe the painter’s interest in text 
as a visual material, inspired him to 
write the book, though, not first to his 
credit, since he has already published 
three books in Urdu, but compared 
to their nature, being fictional, the 
present volume is based upon facts 
and probes and unwritten aspects of 
the history of Pakistani art. Starting 
from the author’s journey into art, 
by  joining Mayo School of Art in the 
late fifties, his graduation, travel to 
Karachi, joining the Central Institute 
of Arts and Crafts, becoming its Prin-
cipal, leaving Pakistan in 1975 for the 
States, and his exhibitions in the USA 
and in Pakistan.
 In these narrations, a reader dis-
covers the life of a painter, who had 
multiple experiences, both in his 
motherland and his adapted country. 
Necessary to understand ideas behind 
his imagery. Especially his series of 
works with references of his own 

palm, and passport pages. But along with this, the 
book also offers a first-hand insight to know his con-
temporaries and some of the most important figures 
of Pakistani art and culture. 
 Sections on Ali Imam, Bashir Mirza, Sade-
quain, Ahmed Parvez and Dr. Annemarie Schimmel 
reveal Arshed’s observations and some very import-
ant comments on these figures. The book also refers 
to his years at the Mayo School of Art and its faculty 
such as Haji Muhammad Sharif, Ustad Shaikh 
Shujaullah, Shakir Ali and Professor Mark Sponen-
burgh. It suffices a detailed account of Sponenburgh’s 
contribution in teaching at the National College 
of Arts, from the point of view of a student who 
observes and comments on his contemporaries in an 
objective manner.

The past melting into present 
for the sake of future
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by Fatima Ghulam 
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 Sometimes unexpected, yet honest, for 
example analysing the art of Ustad Allah Bux, or 
talking about Abdur Rahman Chughtai “I observed 
Chughtai’s hands very closely. We are familiar with 
the most delicate lines in his paintings. Contrary to my 
expectation, his hands were robust and his finger short 
and squarish.” Yet he considers “Chughtai, the most 
important among the early Pakistani artists, and the 
first to gain international recognition and 
admiration.”
 After its delightful and engaging tone, the 
book ends on a note that is relevant and pertinent to, 
‘Art Criticism: Facts and Fiction’. It starts with:  “Art-
ist Lubna Agha was on the phone and she was furi-
ous… She talked about Dr Akbar Naqvi and his book 
‘Image and Identity’. She did not seem at all pleased 
with what had been written about her.” 

Fatima Ghulam is a contributor for ArtNow Pakistan.

‘This is My ID 12’, Rashid Arshed, 2013, Digital Photo College

But the chapter introduces Dr Naqvi in an unbiased 
tone, along with enumerating art critics from dif-
ferent periods of Pakistani art: Sultan Ahmed, Syed 
Amjad Ali, Jalaluddin Ahmed, Marjorie Husain, 
Salima Hashmi and Quddus Mirza. He criticises 
the simplifications in art writing, mainly in Naqvi’s 
books along with pointing out some incorrect 
facts. So art criticism to some extent relies more on 
fiction in Pakistan, whereas surprisingly, the book 
by Rashed Arshed is based on facts – no matter if 
the text is about fifty years ago in Lahore or from the 
seventies in Karachi – a remarkable quality, along 
with many other superb features of this significant 
book on Pakistani art.

‘Aesthetic Probe One’ , Rashid Arshed, 1991, Xerography, Ink and Oil Sticks,

Untitled, Rashid Arshed, 1971, Oil on Canvas






