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“I have never sought to show reality caught at one precise moment, but, on 
the contrary, to reveal universal change, of which temporality and infinitude 
are the constituent values. The universe, I believe, is uncertain and settled. The 
same must be true of my work.” - Jesus Rafael Soto

Lines - the most basic of skills an artist spends justifying, starting from the 
incomprehensible scribbles of a child’s hand to the talented or trained 
adults capabilities that weave simple lines both organic and geometric into 
recognizable shapes and silhouettes. Ghulam Hussain - a miniaturist from the 
National college of Arts Lahore - his work offers different geometric shapes 
that give rise to a unique vibrational resonance and patterns that are open to 
interpretation. Inspired by the traditional crafts he grew up enveloped by, the 
comfort of a warm ralli on cool nights or the representational ajrak draped 
around shoulders that marked his heritage but also defined and heightened 
his senses to the art and appreciation of pattern making.  Traditionally rallis 
were made at home, from recycled and hand dyed cotton cloth, for use by the 
family. Patchwork is the most common type and is found on most village beds, 
it feature designs that are very complex. Most interestingly, the designs are 
not written down but are held in the local women’s memories and are passed 
down typically from mother to daughter. Ajrak is a name given to a unique 
form of block printed shawls found in Sindh; Kutch, Gujarat; and Barmer, 
Rajasthan in India. These shawls display special designs and patterns made 
using block printing by stamps.

Hussain in his artistic need to explore his traditional roots intertwined with 
nostalgic memories applies conscious strokes using a combination of graphite 
and woven canvas. His work in its abstraction evokes the passage of time and 
memories both personal and collective. Hussain’s interest peaked as a child, 
his notebooks would contain a culmination of drawings mainly in the form 
of lines and basic shapes but the artist found himself truly evolving when he 
witnessed in flesh the work of Piet Mondrian at the Museum of Modern Art, 
New York back in 2013.

Artists have always been intrigued by the nature of perception and by optical 
effects and illusions for many centuries. They have often been a central 
concern of art, just as much as themes drawn from history or literature. But 
in the 1950s these preoccupations, allied to new interests in technology and 
psychology, blossomed into a movement. Op, or Optical, art typically employs 
abstract patterns composed with a stark contrast of foreground and background 
- often in black and white for maximum contrast - to produce effects that 
simultaneously confuse and excite the eye.1 Sometimes, abstract art is about 
transcendence: arriving beyond the tangible and mundane elements that you 
see, taste and touch and in its stead attaining the universal, almost like symphony 
for the eyes.

However, this impulse to find visual ‘purity’, or we could say to engage an art 
without objects in it, is far from the only appeal in abstraction. Abstraction refers 
to things in the world, like the textiles and their pattern that pique Hussain’s 
interests. Sometimes, artists enjoy abstraction as a symbol of modernity. The 
aim of the piece is to look daringly disruptive and yet perplexing. Sometimes 
the impetus is to be exuberant, setting up colours, lines and shapes in an 
enigmatic fashion arranged tactically in the form of riddle that the viewer must 

1 The Art Story. Modern Art Insight. Web. 22 Oct 2017
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decode. Using only black and white in order to produce the greatest contrast in 
his designs, which in turn causes the greatest confusion for the eye, creating a 
struggle to discern which element of the composition is in the foreground and 
which in the background. By using lines and geometric shapes in contrasting 
colors, the artist is able to make discordant figure-ground relationships.  These 
lines and shapes that seem to almost flicker back and forth between rising to 
the foreground and fading into the background. The vibrating result causes 
the viewer to experience motion, which for some may even induce sickness or 
dizziness. 

It is fairly interesting to note, looking back at the history and height of the Op Art 
movement, many art critics were skeptical, denouncing it as a so-called gimmick 
and perceiving its importance as a fleeting trend. However, over the years 
while the graphic patterns that characterized the entire movement did become 
both commercialized and commoditized in the fashion and design industries 
that loved to appropriate them, Op artists continue to be invaluable by having 
radically altered the relationship between artwork and perception.

In Hussain’s work, it is perception that stands out as a key element. The visual 
arts heavily rely upon a sense of perception – in both the viewer’s observation 
of the piece and the personal insights of the artist who animates it. Perception 
is inseparable from an individual. Every artist has their own unique perspectives, 
shaped from their personal experiences and values. However, these pre-existing 
viewpoints shape how an artist or individual reacts to an event, interacts with 
other people on a social level, and perceives the world in its entirety around 
them. Hussain’s body of work is conditioned by a context from which observation 
and evaluation are made. Instead of general models of understanding such as 
class, race, culture, it is conditioned by what the artist refers to as ‘Low Art’ 
and ‘High Art’. This method then affects how we see his art and what meanings 
we choose to attribute to it, but to Hussain it is also an active factor in artistic 
creation. Hussain terms traditional crafts as  Low Art and Op art as High Art and 
that his work should be interpreted as the amalgamation of the two. It would 
be hard to make assertions about the underlying meaning of art without the 
previously established notions of value that come from multifaceted perceptual 
conditionings. The views of both an artist and an observer contribute to the 
understanding of art, and the first is not distinguished in its importance from 
the second. The branch of High Art encompasses art that has both cultural 
and societal value, the decorative arts would not fall under this banner. 
Cinematography, renaissance styled paintings and the performing arts can be 
classified as High Culture concentrating on and derived from the Roman Greco 
traditions in Western concepts.

As witnessed through a multitude of historical examples of art, perception affects 
not only the meaning we attribute to art but also often such understandings 
change over the course of time. Some universal postulates may persist, but most 
of them are dependent on the particular social conventions of a given time. 
Perception and our opinions are closely linked. Turning to art, we can see that 
throughout history evaluation of artistic styles has changed over the course of 
time, which contributes to the above assertion of a connectedness between 
our opinions and perception of art. Hussain’s works attempt to capture a sense 
of memory through fading or disintegrating imagery whilst simultaneously 
engaging us in artistic evaluation of the nuances that support his art.

Aniqa Imran, 2017
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Points of Separation

Weave… an intricate over layering of thread, a technique that really requires 
a great skill and experience to deal with.  The history of weaving is as old as 
history of mankind. Though it has attained its highest degree and extreme 
sophistication, yet it’s still considered to be a craft. Hussain’s use of this craft 
with skill opens new doors for the viewers and the debate of it as art or 
craft becomes more challengeable. Primarily it was not his concern. Hussain 
was more fascinated with the visual that was created by weaving of printed 
Pakistani film posters. A dialogue that opened a discourse with viewer was 
interesting. Where it actually compelled the viewer to investigate and find 
his own meanings out of it. Well it connected to some and some couldn’t 
get anything out of it. On a close inspection of Hussain’s work, one gets to 
know the meticulous calculation that he does at the reverse side to create 
his images. This actually takes you back and forces you to see the other side 
of the story that is flat but has a great narrative to tell. The numbering of the 
strips allows you to peep into the artist’s extreme complex thought process 
and skill. Over several occasions, Hussain talked about using of this skill as an 
art form and that how this materialistic world treated him; those good or bad 
experiences somewhat personal have taught him the real world challenges. He 
doesn’t want his audience to know about his shy personality but it becomes 
visible in his work very profoundly and probably the loud imagery of the film 
posters became his voice.

Thirty years back, Hyderabad was not considered to be a big city and it had a 
small population. People were simple and their lives were less complicated. 
Opportunities were less and usually people moved to a big city like Karachi to 
look for work and education. A lot of young guys like him tried their luck and 
applied for National College of Arts. These young guys had an edge of working 
with the local signboard painters (many of them are now known artists), so 
their drawing skills were good and the luck was on their side too, to get them 
to NCA. The fascination of going to a big city and studying at a prestigious 
art college grew in many. Hussain was one of them who was passionate and 
determined for their destiny.

The ‘weaved’ film posters series at his undergraduate thesis show at NCA was 
a clear relation to his past. My first encounter with Ghulam Hussain’s work was 
in 2009. At this point, I didn’t get a chance to meet the artist in a great hustle 
of visitors. However, large scale weaved film posters of Pakistani Punjabi and 
Urdu films intrigued me. The visitors were overwhelmed by extreme sense of 
sensibility in using such loud vocabulary of the film industry. This created a 
question to the viewers as well that how far such medium (weaving) can be 
explored and what will come next by him. This was a real challenge to instigate 
and judge a potential of traditional craft in genre of high art.

Time flew and few years later a friend of mine reminded me of his work when he 
presented a small weaved pocket calendar as a gift. I was bit surprised and soon 
after that I got a chance to meet him. I found him humble and very polite person 
to deal with. His simplicity and straight informality was a key window to peep into 
his artistic world. He shared his works in one of my visits to his studio and one 
could see easily the passion and joy on his face he had while talking about his work. 
He was extremely passionate to explain his process of work. Over, the years the 
acquaintance between a curator and artist turned into a friendship. This helped 
more to understand his work in a wider manner and one was able to see his growth
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as a serious artist.

Hussain’s visual vocabulary transformed after his visit to Rockefeller Brothers 
Artist Residency in New York in 2013. This was a turning point in his artistic 
career and in 2015 ‘Woven Narratives, A dialogue with Piet Mondrian’ set a 
bench mark of his fine skills. His current exhibition at Sanat Gallery is another 
milestone of his career. This large scale body of works is an expedition of 
explorer who is always looking for big challenges. The absence of color is 
dominant. The graphite on weaved canvas is compelling and sophisticated 
enough to take the viewer into a mode of meditation. Each strip cut out of 
the canvas is like a thin and difficult path to spirituality. It pushes you to look 
for the surrogates positions of our lives. His practice of art is like a ‘Sufi’ who is 
drowned and dawned in search of his Creator.  The curious nature of the artist 
is searching for the eternity. The meticulous calculation is extremely fine and 
complicated to create illusions of the reality and superficial world. On close 
inspection of these works one gets to notice the rough edges of the canvas 
that breaks the beauty of the illusions. The handling of large scale in weaving 
is that what draws a fine line between the craft and high art and the fine use 
of graphite distinguishes it from its points of separations to points of meeting.

Hussain’s determination and dedication with his work is evident and promising 
in this exhibition and it will lead him and his generation to understand the fate 
and infinity that art offers to us.

Asad Hayee, 2017
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Statement

Ghulam Hussain graduated in 2009 in miniature 
painting from National College of Arts Lahore, 
Pakistan. Ghulam’s family is craft orientated and 
as they were his initial inspiration, his art is craft-
based. His imagery revolves around the passionate 
world of his childhood memories. His childhood 
drawings, which filled his school notebooks, showed 
his continued interest in basic shapes and lines; 
horizontal and vertical.
 
Ghulam prefers a humanistic approach to what makes 
a person happy, enriched, and fulfilled. The primitive, 
bold style imagery collaborates very intricately 
with hand woven Wasli and his school notebooks 
transforming into interesting compositions which 
stimulate the viewer’s imagination and exploration 
of one’s own memories. His work evolved from his 
personal interaction with the works of Piet Mondrian 
during his visits to Museum of Modern Art, New 
York in 2013. He relates himself with the squares, 
rectangles and stripes weaved together. This strong 
inspiration materialized into a series of work and an 
exhibition titled ‘Woven Narratives, A dialogue with 
Piet Mondrian’. 

As Ghulam belongs to the land of a historically 
rich culture, heritage, and crafts, he has a personal 
attachment with the crafts of Sindh like ralli, chatai, 
and charpai. His current body of work evolves from 
this strong inspiration and connection to Sindh crafts 
and Indus civilization. He is intrigued by the nature of 
perception and by optical effects and illusions which 
has evolved in his current body of work showing his 
personal interaction and inspiration with the Op 
Art movement. Ghulam’s work is the combination 
of Low Craft Art (Ralli, Chatai, Charpai) and High 
Craft Art (Op Art). The block patterns, triangles, and 
rectangular shapes strongly give the impression of 
rallis in his work.  Ghulam weaves the structures 
and patterns which is the reflection of charpais and 
chatais. The pieces are created in black and white, 
giving the viewer the impression of movement and 
vibrating patterns and depicting the illusion effects 
of Op Art. 

Ghulam thinks of Op Art as the modern form of Ralli 
Craft. 



Biography

Ghulam Hussain is a visual artist from the city of 
Hyderabad, Sindh, a home to the world’s oldest 
civilization called Indus Valley Civilization. He is 
trained in miniature painting from National College 
of Arts Lahore, Pakistan (2009) and works with High 
and Low Craft Art to represent the beauty within 
stark contrasts of what is considered as high and 
low.

Ghulam’s work is distinct due to its technique and 
simplicity, opening up a range of possibilities both for 
the artist and its viewers. Going back to his roots in 
Pakistan’s province of Sindh, Ghulam is challenging 
the notion of high art by integrating forms of low 
craft, such as weaving and brick building, with the 
miniature style of painting.

Ajrak and Sindhi topi have been the symbols of 
Sindh’s culture and civilization for thousands of 
years, connected to the civilization of Mohenjo-
daro built around 2500 BC. Ajrak, basically, is a 
name given to unique block print shawls. The Sindhi 
culture displays special designs and pattern in 
these shawls, ralli, charpai weaving and bed sheets 
which associate Ghulam to his childhood memories. 
Inspired by children’s sensibilities and recollection, 
Ghulam constructs his images like the patterns 
weaved through in paper on canvas. His work 
deals with the idea of folk art and the innocence of 
expression both combined and blended in a new 
manner. 

Ghulam’s work has been exhibited both nationally 
as well as internationally. His work is in the collection 
of Devi Art Foundation, Inida and has been shown at 
the Fifth Beijing International Art Biennial in National 
Art Museum, China.  Ghulam has been awarded the 
Rockefeller Brothers Artist Residency, USA and the 
Artist Students League Artist Residency, USA.  
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