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PAST IS PRESENT                                                                Quddus Mirza

“Literature does not describe countries: it invents them.” Mario Vargas Llosa

Likewise, visual artists do not report past, they recreate it. But not only 
visual artists, in fact majority of us fabricate past – our personal histories. We 
manipulate, mix, manufacture, modify, convert, conceal, amend, and edit what 
we experienced before – not only for others, but for ourselves too. Once this 
process is complete, we had successfully erected a false version of facts, thus 
we begin to believe in the truth of our own invention. Often because we do 
not want to cope with painful past, or we wish to produce and project a grand 
substitute to what can be named a humble beginning. 

Writers of literature perform the same task. They draw on past events, 
transform them, and what is produced, after a certain period replaces the 
reality. Gabriel Garcia Marquez, in his novel One Hundred Years of Solitude 
narrates a massacre in a town square “it was never known exactly how many 
people were killed. I used the figure three thousand, which is obviously an 
exaggeration. …… What’s really surprising is that now they speak very naturally 
in the Congress and the newspapers about the ‘three thousand dead’. I 
suspect that half of all our history is made in this fashion. In The Autumn of 
the Patriarch, the dictator says it doesn’t matter if it’s not true now, because 
sometime in the future it will be true.” 1

However, the turning of truth is not limited to ordinary people, or to creative 
individuals, a major player in this field is the ruling class, army, civil, or any 
other sort. A government is bent on moulding facts for its own benefit. Thus, 
one incident in history is quoted in separate ways in historic texts, school 
books, office records of two or more countries involved in it. The history of 
wars between India and Pakistan, of Partition are contradictory in books from 
two nations and similarly the account of 1971 is contradictory in Pakistan and 
Bangladesh, varying from the division of Islamic Republic to the liberation of 
new country. 

In our present times, media has replaced all these entities. Now it determines 
what is actuality and what mere rumour. Truth presented, projected and 
promoted through media is mostly a fabrication, often blending news with 
views and points of views. Or inventing completely new information, that does 
not lie in reality. But once it is sanctified through continuous and perpetual 
transmission (normally 24-hour cycle), it assumes the status of ‘truth’.

Actually history is less significant compared to person and/or power that 
transcribe it. Usually the author is invisible – and the author’s invisibility in most 
cases contributes towards making it more convincing. Hence the railway time 



table, telephone directory, manual of a new electronic gadget. Books which in 
strict sense are ‘written’ by somebody, but the absence of author reinforces 
the authenticity of content. I have never heard anyone disbelieving or disputing 
machine manuals, phone directory or train schedule. Considering the possibility 
of infusing false entries of numbers and addresses, wrong mention of hours and 
destinies, or inadequate guidance for assembling and operating a product. The 
fact that no author mentioned – made it authentic. 

Often our histories have no authors, nor they have a conventional format. 
History is not only inscribed in words and pictures, state documents and 
architecture, it can also be traced the way people were living at a particular 
period. How they spoke, what they cooked, their eating manner, what they 
wore, clothes they weaved, utensils they shaped, toys they made, their songs, 
their sports, their festivals, their funeral rites, all add to the history of a people.

Generally, games are considered frivolous activities, but these are a minor 
replacement of war between two sides. Peaceful battles (if there is such a 
term/concept). These also train a people of a community for interacting, 
encountering, and tolerating each other. Each culture has its own pattern of 
plays, but in every format, one realizes the undercurrent of aggression along 
with acceptance. Ammar Faiz, while focusing on the indigenous games of 
Punjab, maps the area in which these contests take place. While two teams 
are running, combating, confronting and controlling the opponents, they also 
leave – invisible marks/lines on the field (abandoned or uncultivated land in 
Punjabi games). The possibility of turning these into foundation of a history 
– a document of people’s struggle, gain, loss, enriched the visuals of Faiz, a 
reflection of attitudes, behaviours and customs of nations in reference to

‘Body Body’, Ammar Faiz, 2018
Single channel video in colour, 543 Seconds, Edition of 3 + 2 AP



Traces of Memory, Ammar Faiz, 2018
Thread on canvas, 183 x 122 cm



Dead Sea, Ammar Faiz, 2018
Photo Transfer on canvas, 41 x 61 cm, Edition of 3 + 2 AP

colonizing each other. Perhaps a game between two teams is an apt metaphor 
of colonial phenomenon. One group tries to overcome the other. Either in 
game ground or in battle field. In his poetic rendering of war and peace, Faiz 
comments, recounts, and documents what has been lost or fading away rapidly. 
He almost reconstructs his history – or history of a people who have been 
subjugated by Imperialism: Mughal, British – and the Globalization. 

History becomes a source to question several constructs in which we reside 
(they encase us) and which also live within us. We believe in the past being 
perfect without considering the ironies attached to it. Not paying attention 
that history is compiled with intricate, intimate and insignificant details. Details 
that may describe how a people at a given phase think, act and remember. 
The memory, which can be alternated with the word, history is significant in 
the art of Risham Hosain Syed. Because in comparison to the edifice of history, 
which reminds of a state organization, a military machinery, a colonial power, 
or imperial dynasty, memory is personal, which – like art – has the potential 
to fabricate a new version – not for a political dominance, but for the sake of 
personalizing the outer world in order to understand its meaning, and to infuse 
new sense in it. In Syed’s work memory conquers history, but cannot control 
it. The interplay between memory and history is evident in the way image of a 
smog day in Lahore is placed next to a tiny cabinet and small chair. For a viewer 
reducing the scale of furniture items could be odd, not realizing that a picture of 
Lahore city, with its road bathed in haze, a lone rider on the motor bike is also 



Lahore: Smog 2, Risham Hosain Syed, 2017-18
Painting (12.5 x 17.5 cm, acrylic on canvas on aluminium) with variable objects, Variable

Lahore: Smog 1, Risham Hosain Syed, 2017-18
Painting (12.5 x 17.5 cm, acrylic on canvas on aluminium) with variable objects, Variable



of small size, not following the actual dimension of the street, adjacent 
buildings, trees and human beings. Thus the whole setting is a picture.

The choice of Syed’s two-dimensional surface, smog, is a metaphor for history. 
Because the way past is produced (and reduced) for present is a means to blind 
everyone from the reality and facts. Reading history is like moving through fog, 
in which we can feel elements, but fail to find fine details. We sail through a 
haze, and assume that we have seen – but in actuality we have not looked at 
anything – clearly, except impressions! A journey or experience that can be a 
dangerous feat.

Like text, blood is also fatal. And like words, blood also brings life. Bleeding 
bandage can be a testimony of personal/biological history – as crucial as the 
history of nations and empires. A human being who goes through an operation, 
surgery, or medical treatment keeps all that happened in his/her memories, 
because if one realizes, the world for every human being – is nothing more 
than his/her own existence. All knowledge, international politics, national 
concerns, family feuds, relationships, art, culture, music etc., disappear for a 
person as soon as he/she departs this world – or loses its value when one is in 
critical condition, or ceases to remain relevant while a person is going through 
medical treatment. Nabiha Khan, recognizing the importance and impact 
of that moment builds “tactile surfaces through interlacing and weaving of 
conventional (fiber), unconventional (found objects)/materials”. She tries “to

Untitled 1, Nabiha Khan, 2017
Yarn and dyed organic cotton, Variable



Untitled 2, Nabiha Khan, 2018
Yarn, roses, leaves and branches, Variable



Untitled 3, Nabiha Khan, 2018
Yarn, plastic tubes, leaves and metal fibre, Variable



Untitled 4, Nabiha Khan, 2017
Yarn, negatives, X-rays, plastic, paper, roses and branches, Variable



capture moments and beauty of everyday experiences in places and mundane 
objects”. The softness of her surfaces reminds of human flesh – exposed and 
wounded. Yet the choice of red in most cases, along with roses and branches 
connect this to the violence of history. At the same instance it has a lyrical 
quality managed through the sensitivity of substance used.

Khan’s work recalls the poetry in mundane, both in terms of material and 
meaning – and memory too. Aspects which can be connected to Affan 
Baghpati’s aesthetics. Like a historian, the artist has collected objects, strainers, 
kohl containers, and other artefacts from past to convert them into works of 
art. By manipulating shapes, and components, Baghpati invokes and infuses a 
new function in them, something like endowing a new set of history in these 
“discarded objects, once functional in regional Pakistani household”. The

Resting Surmedani, Affan Baghpati, 2018
Brass, 26.5 x 22 cm



ChandTara Spoons 1- 10, Affan Baghpati, 2017
Brass, 102 x 43 cm



Spectacles, Affan Baghpati, 2017
Gold plating on brass, 23 x 30 cm

Bicycle, Affan Baghpati, 2017
Gold plating on brass, 29 x 32 cm



Flying Tea strainer, Affan Baghpati, 2018
Brass, 39 x 29 cm

ChandTara Spoon 11, Affan Baghpati, 2017
Brass, 19 x 27 cm



different value observed in these items is about how we approach past and 
transform it. A phenomenon that is addressed by Sajjad Ahmed too, with works 
that deal with the difference between actuality and its fabrication. Drawing his 
imagery from European art history, Ahmed reflects on the truth of art versus 
the truth in life. Difference between local and imported. Distance between 
past and present. The epitome of Renaissance fresco The Last Judgement from 
the Sistine Chapel is converted like a curtain, to cover – and simultaneously 
reveal picture of a street protest in Pakistan: another kind of judgment of 
our times, where mob decides the fate of accused. The work of western art 
serves as an outer layer to our painful realities, as is the case in actuality, 
because underneath our cultured elite, developed taste, and modernisation, 
sometime emerges crude, cruel and extremist behaviour. Likewise, another 
work reminding of classical European painting has lines in Urdu text: basically, a 
phrase in English inscribed in Urdu letters. Alluding to the custom of mixing and 
merging two languages in our culture.

Always Forever Now (I), Sajjad Ahmed, 2015
Duratrans print, lightbox and inkjet print on canvas, 122 x 91 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP



“Work Hard, Have Fun, Make History”, Sajjad Ahmed, 2018
Acrylic and inkjet print on canvas, 41 x 163 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP





Intriguingly Sajjad Ahmed picked references from three European classical 
paintings (Judith beheading Holofermes by Caravaggio, 1598-9; The Judgement 
of Solomon by Peter Paul Rubens, 1611-14; and The Death of Socrates by 
Jacques Louis David, 1787) to construct this piece.  All these paintings were 
attempts to recreate past, hence Ahmed’s acrylic and inkjet print on canvas, 
Work Hard, Have Fun, Make History alludes to the history of histories, which 
reached the subcontinent after it was colonized.

In fact, the residue of colonial history can be observed in all facades of culture, 
and that is unavoidable, no matter how much one hates past, or one loves to 
recreate it, or one desires to correct history. Often we assume that past was 
grand, glorious and glamorous (even though history was one version of the 
victorious) and our contemporary world is full of contradictions, and conflicts. 
Umberto Eco, in one of his essays (Maybe Agamemnon was worse than Bush) 
recounts the experience of reading a newspaper when the man sitting next 
on train “starts up a conversation: “You see what times we’re living in? You’ll 
have read today about the man who’s killed his pregnant wife. And those two 
who killed their neighbours a few months ago because their radio was a little 
too loud? And the Romanian prostitute who sticks an umbrella into a girl’s eye 
during an argument over nothing? And how many mothers recently have killed 
their children? And the one who killed his daughter ……. …. What is the world 
coming to?” 2

In response Eco started to add details about men slaughtering their kids, 
women killing their families, people devouring flesh of their enemies, etc., 
all that which his train companion believed to be outcome of “the influence 
of television and those violent programs made by Communists”. 3 Till the 
author informed him that these were tales from Greek mythology. Thus past 
lives within us, no matter how painfully. One has to examine it continuously, 
consciously, and critically – what is seen in the works from Making History.

1 Marquez, Gabriel Garcia.  Writers at Work, Penguin Books: New York, 1985 (page 326) 
2 Eco, Umberto. Chronicles of a Liquid Society. Harvill Secker: London, 2017 (page 125)
3 Ibid, (page 126)



Affan Baghpati

Affan Baghpati collects discarded domestic objects from different cities of 
Pakistan and re-contextualizes them for reconsideration. Born in 1991, Baghpati 
is based in Karachi and completed his under-graduate studies from Indus Valley 
School of Art and Architecture, Karachi from the department of Fine Art and 
graduate studies in Art and Design at SVAD, Beaconhouse National University, 
Lahore. Baghpati is interested in locating the purpose and notion of his 
collected objects through their design, form and functionality. His work revolves 
around the ideas of taste and aesthetics. Through his art practice, he aims on 
bringing his viewers closer to the intimacy of these objects that were once 
functional in Pakistani households.

Statement: The discarded objects in my work were once functional in regional 
Pakistani households. These objects are either losing or have already lost their 
value, presence, and function which represents old regional design and material 
culture. These rare finds are intriguing to me as most of them are no longer 
in production or domestic use. I am interested in locating the purpose and 
notional function of these objects through re-interpretation of their design, 
aesthetics and form.

Ammar Faiz

Ammar Faiz graduated in MA in Art and Design in 2018, and Bachelors of Visual 
Arts in 2015, both with distinction from Beaconhouse National University in 
Lahore. Faiz has directed, written and acted in various short films. He has also 
conducted video art workshops in Lahore, taught as a visiting faculty member at 
BNU and has been conducting ethnographic studies over the past three years. 
Currently he is working on two documentaries, one is in collaboration with 
street children and other is folk games (lok khed) of Lahore in his home city. 
Faiz has shown his work in various group shows including British Council funded 
project Postcard Exhibition in United Kingdom. Recently, he exhibited in New 
Wight Biennial, Los Angeles, USA. He has also been a part of two international 
residencies and currently lives, works and studies in Lahore.

Statement: The establishment of narratives through intervening in person-
to-person and person-to-group of people relationships, which highlight their 
personal approach to authorship, is rooted in sociocultural and anthropological 
approaches towards art practice. These approaches and connections are 
invisible mazes of time and incidents spread over known and recorded history. 
Addressing the subject of ‘History’, there are underlying themes of power, 
assumption, anticipation, politics and questionable idea of absolute truth…all 
the ingredients that contribute to nature and structure of history.



Nabiha Khan

Nabiha khan is a textile artist graduated from Pakistan Institute of Fashion and 
Design in Bachelors of Textile Design. She also holds Master’s Degree in Art and 
Design Studies from Beaconhouse National University. She has taught at PIFD 
as a faculty and works as a design professional for design houses. Currently she 
is working as a research assistant for Asia Art Archive. Her art practice revolves 
around woven surfaces imbued with her everyday experiences. She is a weaver 
and creates a dialogue within interlacing of memories and translates them in 
visuals. Weaving is a meditative process for her where she explores memory as 
found materials to create surfaces on handloom. While her work is preoccupied 
with materiality and technicality, it also talks about observations, emotions and 
sense of loss.

Statement: My work is an attempt to build a narrative which is a combination 
of my memories and emotive history from everyday surroundings. For me it’s 
worth exploring deeper into sub conscious and courageous enough to look into 
one’s own life as an antiquity, and create works which makes connections with 
the viewer within a greater hidden historic narrative. I translate my memories 
into form of tactile surfaces though interlacing and weaving of conventional 
(fiber), unconventional (found objects)/materials. In my work I try to capture 
moments and beauty of everyday experiences in places and mundane objects. 
There are certain threads which connects with the history and help us to 
rediscover our identity; new surfaces are made once life experiences unfolds 
and new threads and materials are introduced to weave new stories and new 
surfaces of life. 

Risham Hosain Syed

Risham Hosain Syed is currently heading the Visual Arts Department at the 
School of Visual Art and Design, Beaconhouse National University, Lahore, 
Pakistan. With BFA Honours (Painting) from National College of Arts, Lahore, 
Pakistan in 1993 and MA from Royal College of Art, London, UK in 1996, she has 
exhibited widely both within Pakistan and abroad. Risham was awarded ABRAAJ 
Capital Art Prize in 2012 and was a finalist of Sovereign Asian Art Prize in 2013.

Statement: Living in any big metropolis like Lahore, one is continuously 
experiencing a momentous ‘urban transition’, which has become so very 
tangible over these past few years. I’m interested in the factors contributing 
to this. The research ranges from analysis of the system we live in to exploring 
history and seeing how it connects to the present. I collect images (and these 
can be as ‘ordinary’ as newspaper images) which are stories of us from everyday 
life and objects that are representative of a certain time in history. The images 
for me are symbols, symbolic of the present time (ironically a moment that is 
already gone by, the photographed moment having already become history!). I 



turn these symbols into paintings which is a deliberate act of participation. This 
‘the painting’ I juxtapose with objects. The juxtaposition is tongue-in cheek and 
creates a narrative through a complex lens of history. The way these everyday 
stories connect with history fascinates me and gives me tools for understanding 
the human condition.

Sajjad Ahmed

Sajjad Ahmed has participated in several solo and group exhibitions, in Pakistan 
and internationally. His work addresses a diverse scope of concerns around 
art, representation, abstraction, semiotics, region, religion and globalisation, 
manifested through assemblages of found-imagery, and executed in an array 
of mediums; prints, installations and time-based mediums. Ahmed is an 
awardee and alumni of South Asia Foundation. His artwork has been taught 
at City University of New York in 2009-10 as part of coursework, and exhibited 
along with likes of Takashi Murakami and Bert Stern. In 2011, his works around 
research of ‘oculus’ paintings from Renaissance period were inducted as a 
permanent installation at the Slought Foundation, Philadelphia. Ahmed’s works 
are in various art collections in Asia, Europe, Middle-East and North America. 
Ahmed is an awardee and alumni of South Asia Foundation, as well as finalist 
for Sovereign Asian Art Prize. Ahmed’s work has been exhibited and included in 
permanent collections of Cathedral Museum of Atri, Italy and Moscow Museum 
of Modern Art, Russia. Recently, an extensive monographic book has been 
published by Sanat Publications that covers his decade long practice.

Statement: The fine line between ‘real’ and ‘real-looking’ holds the possibilities 
of being representative of moments when reality corresponds to the 
composition of a classical painting from art history. An event is a product of 
multiplicities amalgamating into present and its representation. The visual 
narration, through the language of references from art history, communicates 
the voids and fluidity at the same time, of happenings and their information/
residue...residues that are vessels carrying the physical manifestation of ideas 
and imaginations...what prevails is the distance between History and Present, 
Art and Life, Imagination and Manifestation, Reality and Imitation...Being and 
Nothingness... 



Publisher
Sanat  Publications

F-39-1/A, Block IV, Clifton 
Karachi, Pakistan 

 
Printer 

The Times Press (Private) Limited

A level of colour inaccuracy is to be expected when images are viewed onscreen and 
in print version in the catalogue.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may 
be reproduced in any form or by any means without 

the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

This publication accompanies the exhibition

MAKING HISTORY
A cross-generational view on history






