
www.sanatinitiative.com



Milestone





Foreword

The bad news is time flies.  The good news is you’re the pilot.   Michael Altshuler

 This exhibition marks the 1st anniversary of Sanat – a busy year that has 
spanned 15 exhibitions, 2 artist residencies, 2 collaborative projects which includes 
the screening of a short film, and 16 publications.

 Sanat was formed to respond to the contemporary artistic landscape of 
Pakistan. We felt that there was a need for a space that was able to nurture the careers 
of emerging artists, and at the same time foster new dialogues through writing and 
discussion. Perhaps appropriately, we launched with an artist’s residency, which set 
the ground for other such initiatives targeted towards the development of artists in 
Pakistan.  
 
 Over the last year, we have learnt and grown and identified new possibilities 
and are looking forward to expanding upon our work in future years.
 
 To mark the 1st anniversary of Sanat, the exhibition ‘Milestone’ showcases 
the works of selected artists who have exhibited with us in our first year of operation.
 
 Thank you for your support in the first year.
                                             
                                             Abid Merchant
                          July 7, 2015

~



The Word of the Artist
 

 Vasari’s “Lives of the Artists” is the essential text for a young college art histo-
ry major. For those unfamiliar with the text, these Renaissance artist histories by the 
thinker have been a blueprint for those looking to gain a basic understanding of an 
intellectual and artistic history of this great era of cultural flowering in human histo-
ry.  
 
 With time, this volume has entered the canon, and has inspired countless 
spin-offs, one of the most recent being Hans Ulrich Obrist’s “Lives of the Artists, Lives 
of the Architects”, which interviews and examines the practice of some of the most 
important contemporary artists and architects. These texts can be accessible to a 
diverse audience, from the art historian and theorist, to the art enthusiast and collec-
tor, and even a layman, looking to explore their passion in the arts. 
 
 One of my recent courses, taught at the NCA, uses artist’s texts, in the form of 
interviews, diaries, journals and other materials, to examine the practice and life of 
these artists. In doing so, I hope that my students are able to critically examine an 
artist’s body of work through his own voice. 
 
 Over-time, one realizes that very few personal voices exist of our own artists. 
We of course have the writings of Shakir Ali, but our documentation remains woefully 
incomplete and limited. There is much more information on some of our great modern 
artists, such as Sadequain and other critics, such as Marjorie Husain have done 
important work in documenting their interviews and discussions with artists from 
earlier eras of Pakistan. 
 
 As the Pakistani art landscape matures, of which Sanat is a part, there is, to 
quote Foucault, ‘a veritable explosion of discourse’, with a proliferation of art schools 
and spaces, and an increase in art writing and documentation.

 Thus, for the first anniversary exhibition, we thought that a simple write-up 
wouldn’t suffice. We wanted to build upon these traditions, and document the artist’s 
own voice, rather than that of the critic. 
 
 We hope that these short interviews of the artists will allow you to delve into 
their lives. While interviewing them, I was amazed at learning more about their trajec-
tories, from the urban centers to small villages in Pakistan. These diverse experiences 
showcase a multiplicity of voices in our landscape, and a proof of its vibrancy – and one 
of our great hopes. With time, I hope that these interviews can come to establish as a 
sort of reference point for further work on the practice and lives these artists and 
their interests.

                                                                                                                                             Aziz Sohail 



Abid Aslam

Abid, Where are you from?

I am from Lahore.

And how long have you been working as 
an artist? 

It has been more than 5 years.

So how did you become an artist? Tell 
me more about your journey.

I always wanted to be an artist but it took 
me a long time to figure out how, because 
as a kid I drew all the time. In the begin-
ning drawing people was most interesting 
to me. Eventually drawing became my 
main interest.

But you were formally trained, yes? 
Where did you go to university?

I went to Hunerkada, and graduated from 



from the School of Visual Arts there.

And how was that experience? 

It really set my foundation and prepared 
me for the professional environment I 
work in today. My jobs taught how to be  
creative. They also gave me experience in 
working with others to enhance my artis-
tic skills. And I have learned a great deal 
from the ongoing dialogue I have with my 
peers and mentors.

I think it is also important to mention 
here, that you haven’t gone the tradi-
tional route of NCA, BNU or IVS. 

Yes, I am from a family where there was no 
art. In my family people have never even 
been to college, and perhaps don’t know as 
much. I think it is important to highlight 
that I didn’t go to the NCA. To really talk 
about our different backgrounds. People 
usually are from the same spaces. 

Perhaps, it is one of the rare instances that 
someone from my institution is getting the 
recognition that I am able to get, and this 
is important for me.

So when was your first real show, when 
did this recognition happen?

My first real break was the group show 
“Drawing Mandalas” which was held in 
Karachi, curated by Muhammad Zeeshan 
in 2012.  It was the first time my work was 
produced on a large scale and it hit the 
newsstands.

And what were you working on at that 
point?

Well, as you know I use rings as a medium 
to create works. It is really the main point 
for me. During Mandala, it was the first 
time I took this medium and created it on a 
large scale. Before I was working on A4 
size and now, my work became much more 
bigger. There was a shift. Even the themes 
shifted. 

Can you explain to me more about this 
medium of the ring?

It is like putting dots on the painting. I was 
putting dots on the paper. It is like looking 
at miniature. Miniature is like putting dots 
on a paper. When you really look closer all 
you see is a lot of dots set together. In this 
case, I employed it in a different way. The 
sense of the work shifts depending on 
distance. 

So it seems there is also inspiration with 
pointillism? 

Yes, exactly. 

And what are some of the themes you 
address in your work? 

When I started I was really focused on 
architectural forms. I was very interested 
in my surroundings.  I felt the work and 
structures around me were aggressive. I 
really didn’t want to go into aggression. So 
I started creating famous monuments.

That is interesting, because of course, 
monuments can also be aggressive?

Yes indeed, but it is how you create it and 
what exactly you showcase.

And now, there is a shift? 

Yes, now figures are coming. I want to 
stress that there is a shift in my work all 
the time, and I am always trying to deal 
with new concerns and questions. 

Abid, I do remember when you were at 
Sanat’s residency, your work was quite 
different, than from perhaps what 
people know you well for, which is these 
monuments. 

Yes, when I was in the residency. I didn’t 
want to do the work that I did regularly.

 I think there is always this idea of shifting. 
I had indicated on my proposal this desire 
to work on mini portraits. Before the 
residency, there was this show at Amin 
Gulgee’s gallery, and I had experimented 
with the idea and the response had been 
great, so that is where I wanted to push.



Welcome Summer (diptych), Abid Aslam, eyelets on wasli, 183 x 170 cm

But your monuments, shall I say, look 
sexy. 

Yes, but you have to rmember that this 
was trying to depict beauty on a different 
scale. Also, like before, the viewer’s 
perception shifted, when they came closer. 
So conceptually there is similar work. 

So what has been the hardest part, in 
this journey of yours. 

Getting my foot in the door was the hard 
part but now success, for me, has come as 
a result of loving what I do.

Well, I hope that it continues to come, 
Abid. Thanks so much for your time. 



Anas Ghauri

Anas, where are you from?

I am from Lahore.

Were you formally trained? If yes, 
where did you get your training?

I didn’t learn drawing from any institute 
or academy. I just started drawing random 
sketches of things of my father's friends. 
Then, in 2009, I got admission in the 
National College of Arts on the basis of my 
drawing. It was a great working and learn-
ing experience. 

And how did you start to draw? 

Originally, I always used to paint at the 
NCA. I liked details in painting and a 
realistic oil painting style. But in my last 
year at the NCA, I made a drawing and it 

was well appreciated by the jury. I felt it 
was a medium to express my idea 
thoughts in a better way. After this my 
palette became more grey, and I started 
using graphite in my work.

That is quite a shift… from realistic 
colour paintings to graphite and grey. 
Can you talk more about that? 

We usually used to go to eat in Anarkali… 
at the Food Street. There were a couple of 
bomb blasts there, near Bukhara restau-
rant, a place where we used to eat. Luckily, 
that day we had a holiday and on TV I saw 
the same space. It was destroyed, and 
luckily there were no NCA students there.

I visited with my camera and I photo-
graphed. The restaurant environment had 
been completely destroyed.



There, I saw a weird sort of chaos, and had 
a weird sort of feeling. The police, bomb 
squad and all, were running around in the 
aftermath, and I thought it was a bit of a 
joke. Everything had already occurred, 
and the response seemed too late. Even 
the media, was trying to find these things 
to project on television. And I was finding 
it all strange.  

In my mind ideas started forming. I decid-
ed to work with a model, and asked him to 
put his clothes upside down. The idea of 
confusion was not just in the space but in 
the person as well. The sense of distortion. 
I photographed the scene and started to 
paint, and the message wasn’t coming 
through. 

It was then, that I started to draw and I felt 
that something like this, which was so 
negative. I had to shift my medium. 

So your work is quite powerful. What are 
some of its themes?

My work revolves around political and 
social interests.

Can you speak a little bit more about 
that?

Actually, I come from a [politically] aware 
family. My father Rafique Ghauri is a 
journalist, a columnist at Nawa-e-Waqt. 
From childhood, we had a lot of newspa-
pers at our home. I have also personally 
always felt very comfortable with Urdu. 

We used to read newspapers and discuss 
all political and social issues with my 
father. 

I actually made an installation once based 
on my father’s column ‘Meri Beti’. It was 
about a girl who had committed suicide 
and her family had rejected her. In the 
column, my father offered to sort of ‘adopt’ 
the girl and carry out her funeral. His idea 
was that we always know one side of the 
story, that to keep her respect intact. So I 
have always been interested in such 

themes. 

And they keep on expanding, shifting?

Yes… 

You have spoken about quite important 
things, including the army…

Yes, I am interested in issues of authority, 
for example.

But your work has this quality of 
simplicity?

Yes, I want to talk about difficult topics. 
But I don’t want my work to be objectively 
strong. The objective information should 
be minimal and the work should be more 
strong subjectively and visually.

But why the insistence on such a grey-
scale colour?

I mean there is a quality of universality. 
My work is in black and white because it is 
not just about Pakistan. For example, all 
over the world we see camouflage on the 
army, but the colours shift. But when it is 
black and white, that is my idea, to depict 
this universal reality. 

So politics and social issues are all the 
same?

Yes, exactly. Politics and Social all the 
issues are the same. 

So, it seems that a lot of your work 
comes from interaction and engagement 
with society around you?

I read too, of course, but mainly I physical-
ly interact and observe from society. The 
things that I am interested in and attract-
ed to somehow, there is an element of 
irony in them.

So have you been facing some struggles 
in your work then or this journey? 

With me, the issue has always been to do 
something unique. When I was at NCA, for 



example, Sir R.M. Naeem then and even in 
the future, he mentioned that I really need 
to focus on my own voice and practice.

And in this, you are mentioning an 
instructor, an ustad. So I assume they 
have been very important to you? 

Yes, on that topic, they have done a lot for 
me. When I was at the NCA, I used to be 
more relaxed and miss a lot of classes.

One day, Sir R.M. Naeem spoke to me in  
the office. He told me, that I want to shut 
you up in the room, and give you materials 

and tell you that you have no social life, 
and that you are in one  room, and paint. If 
you do not work, I will be harsh with you. 
That really affected me, I became regular 
and can really use that as a point for me to 
reach where I am. 

With Ali Kazim, if he had not been there, I 
would had not been able to do my thesis. 
They told me to follow my heart… 

Well, I hope you keep following your 
heart Anas. Thank you so much for your 
time!
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Ghulam Mohammad
GM, where are you from?
 
I am from Kachi, a district near Sibbi, 
Balochistan.

Oh, so then how did you get into making 
art?

When I happened to visit Quetta Arts 
Council in year 1999. 

And from there you got admitted to 
Beaconhouse National University?  

Yes, I got basic preliminary drawing class-
es there and my horizons really expanded 
when I came to Lahore and heard about 
BNU and got admitted there.

I think this is a fascinating journey. 
Would you be able to tell me more in 
detail about it? 

The area where I come from, there is no 
real good education there, the school 
system, it is broken. There are schools, but 
no teachers. One of the aims was to get out.
 

Of course, In Quetta, the Arts Council was 
very important

I just want to interrupt here and 
mention that I am very glad you said 
that. I think one of the things I really 
found fascinating about Quetta when I 
visited was the importance of the Arts 
Council in training young artists from 
Balochistan… 

Yes, but of course the situation is complex. 
There is of course a lack of support for 
artists. In my case, I had to keep on going 
back to Kachi, and also to continue work-
ing. 

And then you came to Lahore? 

Yes, I came here with a friend. Here, my 
interest developed. The world really 
expanded. I realized art was actually being 
taught. People are actually getting 
degrees. It was a new thing for me. I start-
ed my career at BNU when I applied. I got a 
scholarship and I felt lucky like that. It 



was a miracle.

And then when did you come towards 
your current practice, of collages?

In my last year of graduation.

So that is a bit of a late shift in your 
education. What were you working on 
before and how did this shift happen?

Before I was painting. I was using paint to 
express my ideas. But perhaps the grip 
wasn’t there. The question was coming to 
me, that I know how to paint. I was even 
thinking, you can do realistic painting and 
copy impressionism but it was nothing 
new. It was maybe like editing. It felt like 
things were missing in my work.

My issue was the issue of language too.

Oh, perhaps can you explain this 
further? 

Urdu is of course important and where I 
came from; Urdu was the language of the 
educated. But then [at BNU] English 
became more important and when some-
thing like that happens, your whole world 
shifts. For me, from the beginning, Urdu 
was given more importance and now it 
was replaced by English. 

In my first year, I had an Art History 
teacher and I couldn’t understand her 
accent, and of course I wasn’t able to really 
understand the English. I used to make 
sketches of the slide and was trying to 
understand what was going on. Whatever 
was going on, the slides I was sketching. So 
there was this complete lack of compre-
hension. 

And so, this started becoming a part of 
your practice?

Yes, when I was in 3rd year, that’s when it 
started. My teachers, Risham Syed for 
example, were encouraging me, but also 
asking me to expand how I was working.

From there I started collage work and 
working with handmade paper. 
  

Here I started making them on language 
and experimented. 

One day, I told some of my friends to look 
at Urdu, and they couldn’t understand it! 
Urdu was like French to them.

That’s where I really went deeply into 
issues of Language as Identity.

Here I met Huma Mulji, and she mentioned 
that whatever I am working on, these are 
personal experiences and concerns and I 
should push this forward. So I started 
investigating, and picked up 17 books of 
different languages, and started using that 
to weave carpets.

So this is your sort of ‘lightbulb 
moment!’ I’ve seen the piece, it’s very 
fragile… 

Yes, it is a fragile piece. It has a visual 
fragility, and languages are of course 
fragile. 

There are many layers in this work and 
your practice in general…

Yes of course, when your experiences are 
all there, and everything you talk, it is 
going in history. It has to be layered.   

It seems like your teachers are very 
important to you as well! 

Tremendously! From the beginning, when 
I met my teachers, even at my BNU inter-
view, I have felt extremely supported.  

I met Salima Hashmi when I had just been 
admitted. She told me to think forward 
and in a global sense, and think about 
where you are going with increased 
competition. One should never feel you are 
from a backward place. 
 
My teachers have been very important to 
me. When you meet supportive teachers 
like this, Risham Syed, Huma Mulji, 
Rashid Rana, then you really open up! 

So, is there anything you are really 
struggling with in your work?

I believe the process in itself is the prima-



Untitled, Ghulam Mohammad, paper collage on wasli, 32.5 x 27 cm

ry struggle, but very crucial because it 
imparts the true meditative sense to the 
work. I can’t sit straight, can’t turn the fan 
on because the cuttings are intricate and 
featherlight. But at the same time it 
contributes to the intensity I want to show 
through my work.

Conceptually I am always concerned to not 
to be stuck in the form and keep trans-
forming my work as new questions arise.

Nowadays what you are working on?

Well currently, I am getting my MA in Art 
Education.

Oh that’s great!

I am working now on smaller experiments. 
I had made barbed wire… the concept of 
language as a barrier. They were collages 
too. I am interested in perhaps doing some 
small experiments and taking these ideas 
further.

Well, we look forward to seeing you 
evolve, GM. Thanks so much! 



Hamida, where are you from?

Karachi, Pakistan.

And how long have you been active as an 
artist?

Since December 2012.

How did you first get interested in 
making work?

When I was doing my MBA in marketing 
from the Institute of Business Manage-
ment in 2008. 

Oh, so then where did you get your art 
training from, if any? 

After my MBA I joined Indus Valley School 
of Art & Architecture in 2009, graduated 
in 2012 and since then have been active in 
the field of art.

That’s definitely a long journey. From 
MBA to Indus, how did that happen?

Art was something that interested me 
since I was very young. I would get art 
awards as a young kid and that would be 
encouraging. However, I didn’t really come 
from a background that was knowledgable 
in the field of art. So they were all doing 

Business Studies and that is also what I 
went for.

During my MBA I realized that my life is 
very short, and I don’t want to work for 
anybody. So I decided to switch my field 
and go for my passions. I found out about 
Indus Valley through a friend, and then I 
joined Indus.  I saw the place and I loved 
the building. I applied and then got in.

So then your current work – how do I put 
it? It is very voluptuous, very sensual, 
and there is an emphasis on drawing. I 
want to focus on your practice a bit, 
conceptually what is going on?

It is like a dialogue that I am having with 
myself, my internal emotions, they come 
out on paper. Whatever thoughts there 
are, they come out on Paper. This is what is 
happening. It is like an invisible dialogue, 
it is out in the open, it is out in the gallery. 
It is other women, other people who are 
suppressed, who don’t take the freedom 
and those were the restrictions that were 
imposed on me. This is the message I want 
to get out.

I also wanted to add that I work on two 
aspects that are parallel to my artistic 
practice. One as I mentioned is the visual 
artist producing work that focuses on my       

Hamida Khatri



I see you looking at me, Hamida Khatri, graphite and watercolor on wasli, 56 x 74 cm

Plagued, Hamida Khatri, graphite and watercolor on wasli, 56 x 74 cm



personal journey as a feminist, talking 
about women and their internal struggles 
in life. 

The second being an art activist, art 
educator, and a creative therapist with the 
initiation of the Creative Therapy 
Platform (CTP), which is a voluntary 
travel-community project that journeys 
around the world in providing a space for 
healing to various groups of people, 
organizations, NGOs, communities, 
artists, and professionals. 

Do you think it is part of your own histo-
ry?

It is definitely a part of my history, as I 
mentioned when I was doing my MBA 
there was a certain sense of being sort of 
following the chosen path, I was making 
family happy, my brothers, and parents. 
So there are links with that time 
consciously?

Are you married, is there pressure there 
too?

Not anymore, my parents’ see that I am 
independent, what I am doing, so that 
pressure is now off.

Would you have a breakthrough moment 
in your practice?

Yes, definitely, when I joined Vasl Artists' 
Collective in December 2012 and worked 
for a UK-based organization, Creativity, 
Culture and Education (CCE), on projects 
'Artists in Creative Education’, and 
'Creative Partnerships' as a project coordi-
nator.

Then when I went to India in June 2014 on 
a residency by Khoj International Artists' 
Association and the Gram Art Project, 
India, initiated by artist Shweta Bhattad 
and Lalit Vikamshi.

I am also participating as the first 
Pakistani Artist in the Florence Biennale 
in October 2015 in Italy - a major 
break-through for me.

So you seem to have been doing a lot, 
even internationally!  
.

Why is CCE a breakthrough moment?

During my time at Vasl or doing CCE, I 
wasn’t that confident or social, but I start-
ed talking to people and do fieldwork and 
started to gain confidence. I was trying to 
learn about myself. This organization from 
the UK, we partnered with them. In CCE, 
Diane and Paul, the heads of the organiza-
tion, they gave me motivational tips. They 
kept telling me ‘Hamida you are doing a 
great job!’ So I guess in some ways 
Community work really opened me up.

And the residency? That seems to be 
important to you too. How do you think 
residency model is important to the 
development of the artist?

I think it is very important. It is something 
they should be doing – meeting different 
people, different artists, knowing about 
how they work, what they work, it makes 
you think about art, and different disci-
plines. I was very interested in perfor-
mance art, I met many Bangalore artists, 
now I have a big list of contacts, in the art 
world. Residencies are good eye openers.

So with your experiences then, do you 
see your practice shifting? 

Yes I do! My work has helped me evolve as 
a person. It has taken me to many places 
in India, Bangladesh, UK, and USA. Have 
been to several residencies as my practice 
continues. 

Initially my work was about puppets and 
drawings, exhibiting in the galleries. When 
I went to residencies, I came across 
community art, and that interested me in 
so many levels. It is amazing. It is now an 
additional thing or parallel thing that I am 
doing apart from my work. It helps 
through my emotional responses. I do 
community work, and community art 
projects

In the future, I do see myself going into 
performance. So I am excited about those 
possibilities.

And we are very excited to see where 
your practice takes you! Thanks for 
your time Hamida.

 



Inaam, where are you from? 

From Lahore, Pakistan. Born and raised. 

And you have been active how long as an 
artist now? 

Four years more or less.

How did you get interested in your prac-
tice? 

I always drew, one way or another, almost 
instinctively and without any intention to 
make a career out of it unless it remained 
the only option left.

That makes it sound like a journey, sort 
of seeking from beginning, this path. 
But you did have formal training at BNU 
yes?

Actually, I started going to Alhamra in late 
2004 and then joined Naqsh the next year. 
I enrolled in Beaconhouse National Univer-
sity in 2006.  

So very formal.

It is a formal beginning indeed.

Okay, now I might ask this prematurely, 
but what was a breakthrough moment in 
your practice? 
 
When I realized I could only rationalize 
whatever I have learnt through painting.

Okay can you talk more about that? 

I am believed to be still living in the time of 
‘Turner’ and often receive criticism for it.

When you say something like that, what 
do you exactly convey?

It is more of a statement. It is a whole 
romantic idea of painting… that’s what I 
mean when I use the word Turner. 
Perhaps, I am here being very idealistic.

I think this is interesting you say that, 
when BNU is known for not promoting 

Inaam Zafar



painting. 

Well, you know as a nation we follow one 
phenomenon, there is the NCA which is 
being inspired by Imran Qureshi, and 
following one path. Over here, in BNU 
where I belong, we have another… how do I 
say? Very attractive person, Rashid 
Rana…. So different influences are there, 
and I understand that painting is not the 
main focal center.

There are people who have a painter’s 
approach. Even Rashid, you see he initiat-
ed with that idea of painting, which 
brought him to where he is. His influence 
is from Zahoor-ul-Akhlaq, who was also 
primarily a painter. 

There is a certain balance that is needed. 
Currently, New media is also a trend. I am 
totally in favour of it, but I feel that certain 
people only justify also working in New 
Media. It cannot be banal…. I believe there 
will be a certain time, there will be a need…

A need for what?

To have a balance. What is on the other 
side of new media. We have form and other 
concerns. 
 
I was in London briefly, and I went to all 
these galleries and they had a beautiful 
ratio of paintings to video. Two dimension 
has its own weight but we tend to over-fo-
cus on certain things here.

But there seems to be a lack of painters 
in Pakistan sometimes. I mean painters 
in the sense that you talk about explore 
painting as a medium, not using medium 
to explore topics.

I think we really lack that side. People are 
following it, they don’t understand the 
contemporary requirement of the 
medium. How does it reflect the present? 
How can you make it more interesting?

Are there any specific topics or concepts 
you are working on in your work? 

There is no topic. There are semblances of 
the thoughts in flux, which aren’t linear or 
necessarily progressive. We all have a 
complex brain and I don’t seem to stick to 
a fragment of it for long. I have an unpre-
dictable process of working. I am always 
improvising, changing what I had liked 
probably a day before and finding new 
challenges to cohere a body of work togeth-
er.
 
And has there been a shift though in sort 
of work since graduation?

Yes, there is definitely much difference. 
There is no constraint of any sort, if there 
is, that would be self-induced out of neces-
sity. I believe in having an esoteric 
audience, by which I mean not necessarily 
elite and to devise my pragmatics on the 
basis of their reading of my work. For me, 
there is a progress but I believe I still have 
to control the pace of it without losing 
poetics of my work.

Using the word esoteric, is a bit loaded 
isn’t it? I mean it goes against the idea 
of art being for all people… 

I don’t believe that every kind of art is for 
all people. For example, I don’t make 
pleasant images, my concern is not 
aesthetic, whatever comes forth in my 
exploration is part of my work.

Some of the artists who are my influences 
are Luc Tuymans and Marlene Dumas, 
and their audiences also differ.

For me, there process is important, which 
is why I never create a formula around my 
work. I am interested in investigation and 
materiality and I am trying to generate a 
certain feeling in my work. That feeling is 
important.

And what has challenged you most in 
this exploration?

Well my recent works at Rohtas were 
challenging… due to their palette, and it 
was not captivating for many.   



Their's, Inaam Zafar, oil on canvas, 152 x 91 cm



Can you explain that in the context of 
your practice? 

When you are looking at work you under-
stand highlights, midtones, darktones.  
When I render the images, I make sure 
that everything is in midtone. 

There is a lot of technique involved, a 
certain temperature, a cadmium red, an 
Othello green, you have to create different 
colours.

When you are painting, you are painting 
from the memory, the surface which you 
work for. It is all about the process. I need 
to produce a lot of work.

More than the art, I enjoy the scientific 
aspect of it. Representation is my concern. 
I never lose representation. It gives me 
that scaffolding. When I put two things 
together. Even if you are totally changing 
the colours, there has to be a representa-
tion that the viewer will understand.     
  
 



Kiran Saleem

Kiran, where are you from originally? 

I am from Faisalabad. 

And how long have you been active as an 
artist? 

Don't remember exactly but I think I had 
great interest in drawing and creative 
activities since my childhood and as early 
as grade 3 in school.

That is a response I am getting from 
many people, so you were painting of 
course from childhood.

Yes, it was my passion from a very early 
age to be an artist. But then also studying 
through my bachelors I came to know 
about art history and artists, they became 
my inspiration and I got more energy 
towards my abilities and I decided to go 
beyond the boundaries

You mentioned doing your Bachelors. 
Where did you go for your degree?. 

I trained from the G.C University Faisala-
bad, where I did my Bachelors of Fine Art 
and then came to NCA Lahore for my MA 
in Visual Art. 

So two different experiences?

Yes, both were different but great experi-
ences as institutes and I learnt a lot from 
studying in different institutions.

In this whole journey, did you feel like 
there was a breakthrough moment with 
you in your practice?

When I realized about the idea of art that 
anything could be done, anything could be 
considered as art there is no limitation 
and boundary.  After that my work 
evolved to a new direction and that was 
the breakthrough.

Can you speak a little bit more about this 
evolving process?

Certainly, it was a time when I started my 



Secret, Kiran Saleem, oil and graphite on canvas, 61 x 61 cm



MA at the NCA. I had not studied many 
artists’ work yet. When I went through art 
history, I realized art can be very vast. We 
paint with oil on canvas but art could be an 
artist’s book or a video. Even a write-up. 
Anything you want. There is the idea of 
material and thought.

So when I was in NCA I changed my 
medium and concept. Before it was only oil 
on canvas, and conceptually I was focusing 
on that. The images were also very person-
alized and I felt like my ideas weren’t 
perhaps strong. When I started MA, I 
realized that I could speak about that 
which is unspoken and daily routine can 
even be made special.

In that moment, my practice focused on 
site-specific work for example working on 
the wall. My canvas and medium 
completely shifted and I felt there was an 
opening. 

Wow, that is a lot. Can you explain some 
specific concepts you are working with?

I am dealing with different things together 
which are contradictory to each other but 
simultaneously these things work togeth-
er. For example, day and night, sea and 
desert, black and white. This is a phenome-
non of nature as well that nothing exists as 
one side. A coin always has two sides and a 
person can also have multiple personali-
ties. In this I am not saying that there is 
balance, one side can be more powerful, 
and the other less visible, but they are 
equally important. So I am concerned 
about realizing and seeing the truth 
behind the things which we see in our daily 
lives and believe what we see and ignore 
the actual truths.

What do you mean by seeing the truth? 
Is this a spiritual concept? 

Well perhaps. For me it is the idea of seen 
and unseen, and the fact that both matter 
equally on / black and white are equally 
important.

I do want to clarify that our idea of impor-
tance can shift based on the person. But 
there is a notion of everything being 
complementary. You cannot live without 

yin and yang, and this is something that I 
am very conscious about. We see that this 
is something that perhaps keeps us 
balanced. I want to focus on this balance in 
my work. 

But isn’t there an idea of the viewer 
being important in your work. I mean 
don’t you try to confuse the viewer? 

When I see something, I am trying to see if 
that something is beyond what I perceive. 
 
In this way, I am trying to confuse it for the 
viewer. The viewer is important in the 
sense that my work shifts depending on 
where you approach it. It is very layered. 
From a distance one can perceive it differ-
ently, and then when you move towards it, 
it shifts.
 
This ties back to my own concept of every-
thing having multiple sides and meanings.

So your work has these conceptual 
elements there. How did you get 
inspired to focus on this? 

I think that this came really from experi-
ences and a daily awareness of surround-
ings. I feel engaged with my surroundings, 
and wanting to follow up on these notions 
of reality vs. perception. Maybe I can even 
talk about it in the concept of God, who is 
there, but someone who we not see, and 
yet we continue to practice [our worship]. 
This is an experience of a reality, and I 
want to make these notions more clearer 
for myself. 
 
I am hoping that the more I experience it 
artistically these questions will also 
become clearer for me and I can answer 
myself the question of reality vs. unreality.

And do you want to resolve this for your 
audience as well? 

I don’t want my audience to be so tightly 
bounded. For example, I usually never title 
my work; it is the first time I have done it 
in this show actually. So like I leave a lot 
for myself to experiment, I want the 
audience to also have their own experi-
ence with the work. 



In this context, what is perhaps one of 
the most challenging works that you 
have made?

Well there are a couple challenging works 
that I have made and it is not possible to 
describe in words, because it has to be 
experienced. 
 
I will try to explain one. It was a video 
installation of 16 by 20 feet on the sky 
light of a ceiling in the gallery. I had to 
hang the projector from the ceiling and the 
height was almost 50 feet from the ground 
and it was a risk to climb up and put the 
stand with roof and then projector on it. 
Anyway, I was able to resolve this against 
a tough process of taking the measure-
ments so that one can take the required 
size of projection on the sky light. The 
process was repeated 3 times and finally 
after a great effort of one month it was 
accomplished. So I really persevered 
there.

The video was a sky with moving clouds in 
it so when someone came to the gallery 
they got the suggestion of a sky up there 
and I hoped that by seeing natural sky on 
the ceiling of a gallery they would get 
confused about their perception, because 
it is not possible to have an open sky light 
in the gallery. 

Okay, final question. As a female artist, 
who now lives and works in Lahore, are 
there any struggles you face? 

I can’t mention everything here yes some-
thing I can explain is that am from a 
middle class family and life is not a bed of 
roses for me. So I made myself struggle 
very hard to reach where I am today and 
faced many uncertain situations to stay 
away from family. 

As you mentioned, I am living and working 
in Lahore since I graduated in 2013 while 
my family is in Faisalabad. Managing a lot 
of things while living without family and 
being a female as well, is difficult. At the 
same time I have realized that it is not that 
easy to stay and be recognized as an artist 
in present century and so I put everything 
aside and focus on my work in that matter. 

Wonderful, best wishes for the future 
Kiran. Thank you!



Mohsin, Where are you from?

I was born and raised in Montgomery, A 
small village on the Karachi-Lahore 
railway line during 1865 which was 
named after Sir Robert Montgomery, then 
Lieutenant-Governor of Punjab. Its name 
was reinstated as Sahiwal in 1967.

And how long have you been working as 
an artist?

Practically from half century. Officially 
from last five years.

Haha, okay so we will take that 
response. I want to know how you 
became an artist?

I think it was built in me. I was born with 
it. It’s not something that I adopted or got 
interested in. It was always there. I know 
it sounds cliché but that’s the bitter truth.

And where were you formally trained?

I went to National College for my BFA and 
Masters and the only thing I learnt there is 
‘way of seeing’.  

Please expand upon the idea of ‘way of 
seeing’ at the NCA,  that you state. Do 
you think an artist is just a see-er, or is 
this an inherent critique of institutional 
learning. 

I wasn’t referring to John Berger when I 
quoted ‘Ways of Seeing’ or maybe I did. 
What I meant by that was the only thing I 
feel I learnt while being at NCA is ‘how to 
start looking at world from a idiosyncratic 
opinion’. It’s just not the art, but the way 
my perception for things, people and 
places was – that completely transformed 
while being at NCA. We have strong 
conventional definitions of normality that 
we often learn to forcefully identify, rather 
than acknowledge our own individuality 
and in my case NCA provided me that 
luxury to recognize myself as a maker. I 
believe its essential for any cerebral artist 
to be a see-er first before giving any intrin-
sic criticism. Otherwise the work is just 
shallow and it doesn’t go beyond the 
techniques and materials.

That makes sense. Can you speak about 
some people who inspired you?

It was when I met mentors like Saamia 

Mohsin Shafi



Are we there yet?, Mohsin Shafi, mixed media collage, 35.5 x 53.5 cm, 

Vine, Afshaar Malik, Anwer Saeed, Atteqa 
Ali, Aisha Jatoi, people who really made 
me rethink about my art practice as well 
as my perception towards life. Being 
friends with amazingly talented people 
like Ahsan Masood, Amra Khan, Saira 
Ansari really inspired me to make what I 
do.

You name individuals who allowed you 
to breakthrough, and inspired you. 
What is the relevance of community for 
the artists then? How does it link to 
current ways artists create community 
in Pakistan?

It is not the communities Pakistani artists 
create, they only make lobbies. For me 
these individuals played individual roles 
individually, Most of them don’t belong to 
a one particular group, they have a rare 
approach towards art making and their. 
definition of ‘Pakistani art’ is not cliché. 
Most of the so called communities which I 
loudly call ‘lobbies’ have a fixed agenda; a 
set art making style, and a prearranged 
outcome. They won’t let you be the part of 

their crowd unless you follow them consis-
tently. The relevance of such fan followers 
are many of those artists who clutch them 
from the beginning and get their hands on 
most of the opportunities that they find 
easily rather than actually making an 
effort because irrespective of the fact that 
there are other artists more intelligent 
and hardworking then they are, will not 
get those breakthroughs anyway! In times 
like these, its really brave to actually form 
collectives than lobbies where everyone 
participates on a equal ground and where 
there’s no complex of low/high art & 
artists

Okay let’s shift gears a bit, and focus on 
your practice.  What are some of the 
themes, ideas, concepts, and concerns 
you are dealing with in your artistic 
practice?

My practice questions the blurred edges 
between identity and the intentions of 
identity. The work primarily deals with 
the parallel existence of everyday uncer-
tainties that are inherent in our waking 



lives. The visual metaphors combine 
realistic portrayals of ordinary events 
with elements of myth, to allow myself the 
luxury of a disconnection from the 
fallacies of truth. Through my work I only 
hope to record the naked and defenseless 
ideas of the subconscious mind, some-
where between delusions and their docu-
mentation.

In your answers around your work and 
inspiration there seems to be an element 
of activism. Is the artist an activist? Is 
there a burden of activism you find that 
you have to hold? 

There’s no set criteria for that matter. It is 
a very individual approach and it varies 
from person to person, artist to artist. For 
me, making art is not different than living 
a life every day. And if someone’s life is a 
struggle as of mine, and I am constantly 
trying to make things work for me, of 
course the sense of activism will just evoke 
inevitably. I don’t think there’s any burden 
but more of a responsibility, which as an 
aware artist and a maker I should know 
and address through my work.

Knowing some of your journey personal-
ly, I know you have had to deal with 
challenges in your practice. Can you 
elaborate on some of the struggles you 
face in your practice. How are you 
always pushing the boundaries, and 
allowing yourself to learn?

In a country like Pakistan where most of 
the art works that are being produced 
either have a dark dreadful dramatic story 
to sell or an exotic technique to slurp upon, 
my black comedies seems to be indigest-
ible for buyers as well for most galleries 
here. I sometimes feel that I don’t even 
make art, I make commentaries. Mediums 
such as collage, montage, inkjet prints and 
the found objects that I use in my practice 
are still not considered to be as ‘valuable’ 
or worthy of the same appreciation as 
more traditionalist techniques such as, for 
example, miniature painting. I am still 
struggling to justify that my work is not 
just cut and paste but has much more to 
offer. Also interms of the content, I have 
been facing really difficult times catering 
people to digest my visual narratives 
smoothly.

Please discuss the concerns you have 
already elaborated around commoditi-
zation. You say your work is indigest-
ible, what does this mean? Is art, then 

inherently consumed as a saleable 
commodity? Is that its purpose?

Well everything sells on the name of exoti-
cism in Pakistani art and for some of the 
artists that is the purpose, to make and to 
sell. We don’t have museums and non-prof-
it art organizations in this country where 
the artists get funding and the meaningful 
art irrespective of their medium is being 
produced and showcased. It’s really hard 
to actually make something which doesn’t 
have those ingredients that are necessary 
to make your work ‘Pakistani’ – in terms of 
imagery as well the mediums. 

 I remember I couldn’t sell my 
work for a very long time because its all 
cut and paste. People would tell me that 
their kids from high school can make 
collages too, so why would they buy mine? 
I was told that I can’t paint or draw and 
that’s why I do digital prints. I was even 
asked to start pasting on wasli paper to 
make my work worthwhile, but I wasn’t 
doing even archival printing to make my 
work look so called Pakistani contempo-
rary. What I am doing is very old school, 
cut and paste collages, that for most of the 
buyers is still not a appreciated commodi-
ty, because it’s not oil on canvas, acrylics 
on paper or gouache on wasli.

I would say your Sadaism series is 
challenging in so many ways, as well. 

The Sadaism series is quite loud, political-
ly charged and courageous in so many 
ways but I believe there’s much more to 
come in future if life gives me a chance. I 
am not content with lots of things that 
occurred during the time of making and 
executing Sada series. I should have given 
it more time to maybe grow and evolve 
into something else to make the project 
more challenging for me but I guess I 
became a little jaded before its spell.

Well the journey is so complex for so 
many of us, I don’t blame you on that 
regard. Thanks Mohsin for your time! 
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Naveed, where are you from?

I am from Hyderabad, Sind, Pakistan

And now you live in Karachi? 

Yes. 

How long has that been?

I moved here in 2009. 

Oh, I see, so your family is still in Hyder-
abad.

Yes. I am here for work, I do visit home 
often and they come to my studio as well.

How did you first become exposed to 
art? 

My first exposure of formal art was at 
Khana-e-Farhang, The Iranian cultural 
center in Hyderabad, Pakistan, where I 
experienced drawing, oil painting on 
canvas and sculpture. 

That’s definitely not the usual route of 
going to one of the main art schools! 

Well you know my parents never went to 
school… we are the first generation, who 
are at the university level.

It was really by accident that I visited 
Khana-e-Farhang. The idea was around 
me that ‘kuch hunar seekh lai’.

My elder brother read this announcement 
about Khana-e-Farhang and he shared 
with my mother then they thought it 

Naveed Sadiq



would be a good idea for me to enroll there. 
This really allowed me to have a solid base. 
My tutor and mentor Ali Abbas who was a 
Water Colorist, directed me towards the 
NCA.

And at the NCA you studied miniature 
painting? 

Yes I was drawn towards miniature paint-
ing as a medium to work in. The patience, 
finesse, discipline and mannerism that the 
medium demanded seemed to fit like a 
glove, as my expression.

Tell me more about the NCA and your 
experience.

It was such a multicultural exchange of so 
many languages, cultural values. I had 
teachers who had no complexes, and who 
could really make us understand so much. 
I got really interested in theory subjects 
especially anthropology and psychology 
and I enjoyed it all. From this, I under-
stood a lot more about myself. 

Studio was never difficult. I had that 
understanding on a conventional basis, 
perhaps because of my background. You 
know I came from a government school, so 
the experience itself was much more 
different.

And you graduated from the NCA in? 

2006.

When did you move to Karachi? 

August 2009. I had been to Karachi before 
and actually established a studio there. In 
2007, when I came I didn’t enjoy it, so I 
went back to Lahore, to a private hostel. 
Later, I came back to Karachi. Then I start-
ed teaching miniature painting and draw-
ing at IVS.

What was your first real breakthrough 
moment?

I think it was my first solo show "The Sepia 
Voyage", curated by Usman Ghouri, in 

August 2010 at Koel Gallery in Karachi.

How so? 

I think two obvious reasons. It was my 
first solo, and what I had been doing for 
the last few years people could see. 

What was it about?

Well, traditional practices are my forte 
and my inspiration is derived from the 
Persian and Mughal schools in miniature 
painting. This body of work has strong 
historical references and the intention is 
to translate the traditional imagery of 
miniature painting into a contemporary 
expression.

And what was the other reason?

Second, reason was the economics side of 
it, so there is the idea of growth on multi-
ple levels. 

Is there a specific theme you are dealing 
with in your work? 

Themes keep evolving, but the practice of 
surface making and material exploration 
leads me to the path, where I search for 
meaning and expression. Through this 
journey comes the understanding of a 
multitude of directions that lead to resolv-
ing ideas, beliefs, origin, creed and a 
haunting childhood. It brings clarity to the 
loss of things cherished, starting afresh, 
the comfort of sharing and the ugliness of 
disassociation.

It sounds almost like a Sufi seeker…

Yes, you can say that. In my work, these 
spiritual ideas are always there. Actually, 
once I was going to Iran for studies so then 
I learnt Farsi, there is this phrase, “Maan 
daar peyale, akse rookh-e-yaar dedaam”. 
It was written in an Agha Raza’s drawing. 
Even my thesis project, these concepts 
were there in a way. I mention people like 
Suroosh Irfani who have inspired me and 
because of them my thesis went very 
in-toward, very biographical. 
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And what might these biographies be?

Well, if you look at my thesis project. It is a 
reflection of my observation about religion 
and culture and it's representation in our 
society. My personal experiences about 
religious and cultural practices are height-
ened because of my faith. Being a Catholic, 
in a predominantly Muslim country, I have 
felt strange in trying to find identity. At 
times cultural practices are dominant 
over religious ones and at other times 
religions ones over cultural, both deeply 
affect each other. 

Oh, you come from a catholic back-
ground?

Yes, I am. But faith remains personal.
 
I really call our local social practices, folk 
wisdom. Which I don’t think, it belongs to 
one religion. It is for every seeker soul. 
Folk wisdom did not change the truth 
when conversions happened and wherev-
er you travel you find it. These are really 
the concerns I am working with too. 

So where are you headed that, in this 
path?

Well my hope is to learn and to under-
stand. 

I am going for my Masters to the UK to the 
Prince’s School of Traditional Arts. In 
some ways this was my decision and my 
hope to explore different ideas, in clarity.

Well good luck with your chosen path, 
Naveed. Thank you for your time!  



Numair Abbasi
Numair,  Where are you from?

Karachi, Pakistan

And how long have you been active as an 
artist?

Professionally practicing since December 
2014

So quite recently! How did you get first 
interested in artistic production?

I had always been interested in the broad-
er spectrum of art but my attraction 
towards Fine Art came much into my 
childhood around the age of 6 or 7, and 
that too after having witnessed the appre-
ciation my brother got for his impressive 

skills in drawing, rendering and painting 
(which he practices to this day.) The 
resulting insecurity led me to strive for 
attention and significance and perhaps 
pushed me to challenge myself in honing 
the skills. Ironically, while it remains a 
hobby for my brother, I was smitten and 
intoxicated by the catharsis, so much so 
that I decided to pursue Fine Art as 
further as possible. 

Were you formally trained? 

Yes, I went to Indus Valley School of Art & 
Architecture

How was the experience?

I was initially a student of Architecture, 



but by the end of the Foundation Year 
knew that it was not where my niche lay, 
and so decided to switch to Fine Art. No 
regrets. The four years of education have 
bred a general practice of thinking critical-
ly, and inculcated the habit of questioning 
why and analyzing surrounds thoroughly. 
I feel more conscious, more aware of my 
environs and have come out as a more 
sensitive, mature individual.

I think that is a fascinating point, how 
you feel that formal training was really 
essential for you as a journey. Is there a 
breakthrough moment in your practice 
then?  

The breakthrough moment has definitely 
got to be the overwhelming response I 
received on my thesis at IVS.  Having been 
fortunate enough to exhibit just over two 
weeks after my graduation at Sanat, I feel 
the show gave me an early boost and 
exposed my work to the right crowd 
amongst the art aficionados.

In some ways my question around a 
breakthrough moment for you is quite 
premature isn’t it? In terms of the fact 
that you are practicing as a full time 
artist just  for the last 6 months. 

Yes, I kinda do feel that breakthrough is a 
little premature to discuss given I just 
graduated 6 months ago. I myself cannot 
predict the unfolding journey of my career 
and the development of myself as an 
artist. Perhaps I'll be better able to answer 
that after a broader time span. I'm also at 
that phase where I may not even be able to 
diagnose a breakthrough and may realize 
its occurrence much later in retrospect. 
As for practicing as a full time artist, I'm 
open to taking up a second practice; the 
passion for making art will always have it 
be my primary interest. And whatever's 
come up my way would require me to treat 
this practice as a second job and I’m not 
willing to compromise on the time and 
effort I dedicate into making work

What are some of the themes, ideas, 
concepts, and concerns you are dealing 

with in your artistic practice.

Stemming from a personal journey, my 
work critically inspects what it means to 
be a male in our culture. I focus more on 
questioning the frail boundaries between 
the social constructs of what is masculine 
and feminine. The criterion around 
various gender roles, either preached 
within our social order or silently 
approved, is highlighted to instigate a 
dialogue. I situate male figures in unlikely 
gestures and scenarios rare in reality to 
comment on idealized masculine virtues. 
With voyeuristic content, I used the male 
nude figure as a vessel to express my 
diverse thoughts and also to burst the 
canon around such visuals – be it for a 
personal expression or a social commen-
tary. However, my artistic practice is in its 
infancy and it is premature for me to pen 
my artistic concerns in a grid. The route of 
my journey has yet to be decided. 

This is a loaded sentence – what does it 
mean to be a male in our culture. Of 
course, patriarchy and masculinity are 
inherently linked. Do you find that there 
is less of an emphasis on masculinity in 
our artistic landscape whereas women’s 
body and concerns are more natural and 
more active. Is your work then activist?

You know what? I’m still trying to figure 
that one out. We live in such an interest-
ingly complex society, we accept holding of 
hands and physical interaction between 
men, yet look down on any sort of flamboy-
ancy displayed. With the growing accep-
tance for the crossdressing, transgender 
community and the added “third gender,” 
masculine is a word which for me cannot 
be defined in clear cut terms. I think I’m 
questioning more about what really is the 
definition of masculine than to inspect 
what it means to be a male in our society. I 
mean, what really is masculine? Is being 
brave masculine? Is minimal expression 
of emotions masculine? Is fragility and 
sensitivity not masculine? Isn’t it all just a 
blur.

While there indeed is less emphasis on 
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masculinity in the current scenario, the 
male body is discussed less in terms of the 
content and even lesser brought up as a 
visual. I do think the reasons of this are 
deeply embedded in the society. Whether 
my work is activist or no? I think the 
viewer may rightfully be able to discern 
that, but then again it’ll just be their 
opinion. I personally don’t like to think of 
it as an activist, or to better put it I don’t 
consider that aspect in my practice.  If it 
ended up becoming activist for me that 
just kinda adds another string to the bow.

Baesed on the nature of your work, and 
the context we live in, the question of 
censorship comes in mind. Have you 
ever had to deal with censorship in your 
work? 

Very small instances which I noticed but 
then overlooked. Nothing of significance 
so far.

What are some of the struggles then that 
you continue you face in your practice, if 
any? How are you always pushing the 
boundaries, and allowing yourself to 
learn?

It is surprising how female nudes are 
easier for viewers to digest as opposed to 
of males. Apart from the lack of accep-
tance for male nudes, especially those 
which may be explicit, I am amazed at the 
parochial reception towards male nudes 
itself. The crude discourse in my works is 
fused further with a critique on the myopic 
notion that most associate to it. People 
tend to consider gender and sexuality as 
one and the same. If it is made by a man, 
must be homoerotic, if it’s made by a 
woman, feminist. I must be talking about 
sexuality of course.  What they don’t 
realize is that for me, a nude is just a 
vessel; I could be drawing one to comment 
on electricity load shedding for all I know! 
And I want to continue voicing my 
perspective till it is successfully heard 
across, of course without compromising on 
the conceptual development as well as the 
growth in the maturity of the visuals.

How do you continue to engage with 
your topic. Do you read? Do you physi-
cally interact?

I like to keep myself updated on the 
happenings around the world, especially 
when it comes to social constructs and 
imbalances in cultural and state hierar-
chy. Intrigued, I compare the dynamics of 
one culture to others, and often to our 
own. I am an avid reader – be it critical 
writing on art (or other genres) and well 
researched discourses, or just fictional 
narratives. A follower of local writers, I 
have now started reading into social issues 
and history – fictionalized or otherwise (a 
subject I have always been fond of.) I also 
write. And with social media and the inter-
net as a man’s oyster, I use this virtual 
interaction to get holistic views and learn 
more about subjects related to my 
concerns in my artistic practice.



Sajid Khan
Sajid, where are you from and how long 
have you been active as an artist? 

I am from Malakand in KPK and live in 
Lahore currently.  I have been active since 
I did my FA in 2004-05.

How did you first get interested in artis-
tic production?

In 2005-06 when I got admission in 
Department of Fine Arts, University of 
Peshawar.
 
That is a journey isn’t it, because you are 
coming from a smaller town to Pesha-
war, and then ultimately you are from 
Lahore. How was that for you?

To come to Peshawar for me was a new 
thing.  It was the first time I had left home 
or lived in an urban area or even experi-
enced co-education. So I felt that it was 
really about getting exposed.  

You will notice that my work… it is about 

my village… but also Peshawar. The 
content is about the town. Visually, Pesha-
war University is also important for me 
because of my training [there] as a graph-
ic designer. 
 
Okay and then how does the journey to 
Lahore help?
 
There was another shift. It was another 
type of experience… into a broader more 
expansive space. In Lahore, I looked at art 
much more closely, movements, and histo-
ry. In Peshawar, there wasn’t sculpture, 
printmaking or miniature, so you really 
come to terms with diversity of artistic 
expression. 

So you were formally trained in two 
institutes? 

Yes, I was trained at both the University of 
Peshawar and NCA Lahore.  Peshawar 
University was my introduction with art, 
art materials and artistic skills, ut at NCA 



NCA I came to know about more depart-
ments of art like miniature, printmaking, 
ceramics etc. At NCA I learnt about the 
ideas and the conceptual side of the work 
and got more information about art 
making through discussions with different 
artists as externals and internals.
 
What was a breakthrough moment with 
you in your practice?

After the Sanat residency it was a break-
through moment with me and my practice 
because it was a new step and experience 
in terms of everything.

Why was this an important moment?

It was the first time I went to Karachi for a 
longer time… and stage by stage you see 
this growth. In Karachi… the experience… 
I needed it, as an artist. My practice really 
came into being there . There the artists 
are much more active, there seems to be a 
studio culture. There is much more 
discourse and discussion happening, 
amongst the artists, more galleries. 

Differences between Karachi itself…be-
tween Clifton and North Karachi, Mango-
phir, which I visited, were very important 
to me… I was shocked to see that some of 
these spaces looked even more backwards 
than my village and this was a moment of 
reckoning for me. 
 
In Sanat, of course, I got a lot more expo-
sure, and it was of course a new residency 
then so there was more hype around it. In 
terms of career, of course it is a moment of 
growth.

What are some of the themes, ideas, 
concepts, and concerns you are dealing 
with in your artistic practice?

I am dealing with my memories, my expe-
riences, my observations, and current 
affairs; I am dealing with my past and 
present, and during making work I always 
take pleasure from my work.

Can you expand upon this notion of 
memory and experience?
 
Even if I don’t want it, it is in my work – the 
idea of violence or what is currently 
happening. I have spent all this time with 
my family, the landscape and the beauty, 
that seems to be missing. There has been a 
shift in the landscape, where I come 
from… the elements of the landscape are 
changing. We are focused on current 
affairs, and that continues to affect me too.

How do you continue to engage with 
your topic?

My work is mostly based on physical inter-
action
 
What do you mean by that?
 
I meant that when you are physically 
affected by something – in some ways 
there is a response, a reaction. With the 
military intervention we have a direct 
effect, so you cannot remove it. 
 
What are some of the struggles you have 
been facing in this practice of yours 
then?
.
Facing many ups and down in stabilising 
myself and the major thing is to stay 
without the family and home town. Plus to 
keep my work symbolic, I struggle and 
make it minimal and effective which is a 
bit tough job.
 
So, what’s next then?

Of course, I am not planning, my idea of 
process, pushing through it, the making of 
it, technique, the training of miniature. My 
work has shifted from graphite to washes 
to gadrang, and this is a shift that seemed 
necessary and I am hoping it can continue 
to go towards those ways. 
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Shanzay Subzwari
Shanzay, where are you from, and how 
long have you been active as an artist? 

I’m from Karachi, Pakistan and I have 
been exhibiting since 2011 when I was still 
a student at IVS; however my serious 
artistic practice began in December 2014 
when I graduated with a BFA.

So you come from Pakistan’s largest 
city. In many ways, there is that luck, 
being in a cosmopolitan space, and 
having exposure, vis-à-vis other spaces 
in the country. Do you think location, 
and origin affects the work of the artist. 
If so, how do you think it has done in 
your case?

I suppose everything, directly or indirect-

ly affects an artist. This includes his 
geographical location, the exposure he has 
received to the world around him (includ-
ing his education, travels, own research), 
as well as his experiences in life (whether 
life-altering, positive or negative).

I feel that location and origin cannot affect 
or produce an artistic instinct; that is 
innate. A person can have an artistic bone 
even if he is a street urchin. However, for 
an artist, origin and location affect one’s 
exposure to the various forms and of art, 
can enable critical thinking and conceptu-
ally strengthen a person’s practice. In the 
city of Karachi, for example, the kind of 
art practiced is contemporary and often, 
beyond the traditional ‘painting or sculp-
ture’ mindset many other cities have. 



What I mean to say is, due to the influence 
of art institutions, general exposure of 
artists to contemporary art trends and 
techniques, and a healthy, running system 
of art galleries and art collection, the art 
made here would be different from that 
made in a village, for example, where 
people would just consider drawings, or 
paintings to be art. A ‘breathing’ brick as 
an art piece, for example, would not make 
sense to them.

In my case, I suppose hailing from Karachi 
has made my knowledge of art, and admis-
sion to an art school (IVS) much easier. 
Accessibility to things that I require, such 
as a studio, an art supply store, libraries, 
the internet etc. is simpler. Having some 
great galleries around me has given me 
boundless exposure and the combination 
of facts above has made my foray into the 
art world a smoother one. This ease also 
allows me to spend more time on my artis-
tic practice and refine it.

I find it interesting, that you mention 
being interested in art as a child. I seem 
to be getting that response from many 
artists. Personally, as an art historian, I 
can say I discovered it very late, in 
college. Do you think there is something 
inherent in the artists that they are 
engaged since childhood. Or do you 
think, this is due to the particular 
nature of how instruction and education 
functions in Pakistan?

As I mentioned previously, I feel people are 
inherently artistic. Whether they discover 
this early or late in life depends on a 
number of factors. Every child likes to 
draw and colour when they are young, but 
it is few who really take artistic instruc-
tion forward during their educational 
years, or discover their artistic side when 
they are older. There are some who get 
bogged down by the educational system 
and feel uninspired by how art is taught, 
and decide not to pursue it as a career, and 
this can also be due to social pressure.

What are some of the themes, ideas, 

concepts, and concerns you are dealing 
with in your artistic practice.

Well, my work has developed over the 
years from a strong interest in popular 
culture and pop art to a more concentrat-
ed inclusion of the idea of ‘deception’ in my 
paintings. What’s more, while I have paint-
ed in oils and acrylics since the beginning, 
my training in the centuries-old technique 
of Mughal miniature painting has led me 
to currently concentrate on this medium 
extensively.  This often involves the use of 
delicate brushes made of squirrel hair, and 
gouache (opaque watercolour) on vasli 
(handmade paper).

What you see in my current series is the 
element of deception and the notion of 
‘what you see is not what you get’. For e.g. 
major world-decisions, be them political or 
based on the economy, are made by 
unknown parties, and what is fed to us by 
the media is mostly a farce. Advertise-
ments also manipulate us to buy unneces-
sary products that they claim will make us 
happier. Not many know about Edward 
Bernays, the ‘invisible’ nephew of 
Sigmund Freud, who single-handedly 
convinced corporations to attach ‘emo-
tions’ to advertisements, which led to the 
creation of a highly materialistic society. 
My work often incorporates overlapped or 
dual images of well-recognized figures as a 
tool to reveal the multiplicity and layers 
attached to situations, where the reality, 
or truth lies hidden. Due to the incorpora-
tion of authority figures derived from 
currency notes in my work, notions of 
political agenda between nations and 
colonialism cannot help but be read in my 
work.

Please tell me more about this early 
experiment with Pop culture in your 
work? How did the shift occur to notions 
of deception.
 
Since a young age, I loved to draw or paint 
movie/television/cartoon characters that 
were my favourites, or inspired me in 
some way. This also stemmed from my 
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interest in the human form. My A Level 
portfolio was based on the Barbie Doll and 
how it affected children’s mindsets on 
beauty. Later on, for the Jumma Hafta Art 
Bazaar at T2F in 2012 I painted portraits 
of celebrities such as Nazia Hasan, Faiz 
Ahmed Faiz and Jimmy Page. I supposed it 
was a domino effect - the next year I was 
offered to do a solo show on cricketing 
legends of Pakistan there. Hence, as you 
see, celebrities and well-known personali-
ties thus became an integral part of my 
work.

At IVS when I was introduced to Andy 
Warhol and a number of other pop artists 
who painted celebrities, my interest in Pop 
Art grew, leading to my dissertation being 
based on the same topic. I read widely on 

the topic, too. My teachers encouraged me 
to explore other aspects of Pop, which, I 
realized, had everything to do with 
consumerism: products, brands, trash (as 
a by product), the human being as a prod-
uct, currency, and advertisements. And so 
in my miniature painting and oil painting 
blocks, I explored the above.

In my thesis year, I really thought about 
what inherently drew me to consumerism 
and pop: I realized it was the element of 
deception that tied all of the above. The 
media and advertisements manipulate 
and deceive us to believe things other than 
reality, products claim to do much more 
than they actually do, and one realizes this 
when they see a mound of trash - the 
remains of what claim to be ‘life-changing’ 
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products. Also, currency is the basis of 
exchange of goods and power but has no 
intrinsic value. Henceforth, I realized that 
the idea of deception applied to so much 
more, including economic and political 
decisions, as denoted by my currency 
notes series.

I find it fascinating that you also have 
training in Miniature. Neo-miniature is 
of course so linked to Pakistan current-
ly, but people forget that in some ways it 
has its own rich history. In some ways in 
the past it was THE form of art practiced 
and patronized. Thus it has a direct link 
to flow of capital and money, in some 
ways new interests of yours. Do you find 
some sort of historical links between 
practice and money flow in your work.

I suppose I never really thought about it 
that way. You’re right. However the 
connections I did find between the two 
have been visual: I noticed that many 
currency notes, like the Dollar and Ruble, 
contain delicately rendered frames that 
remind one of those in age-old miniature 
paintings. Also,the ornate quality of many 
colonial notes is quite similar to miniature 
paintings, as is the fact that they mostly 
represent heads of states and important 
figures.

Where is this interest in capital stem-
ming from? What time of engagements 
are you working on artistically and 
conceptually in it?

As mentioned above, everything is relat-
ed: my interest in capital is linked to my 
interest in consumer culture and pop art, 
where pop artists paint items of daily use 
and popular imagery that is linked to the 
flow of money.At the moment I am explor-
ing currency notes, reading upon their 
histories and symbolism, and translating 
my ideas into gouache paintings. I am also 
working with the rose as a symbol.

Is there some sort of challenge you face 
in your work?

While I do not aim for my work to be purely 
political, such readings do come in. The 
biggest challenge I face is to ensure that 
my work is not offensive to anybody.

Why do you not want to make your 
wtork offensive? Is this a critique of 
artistic practice that is offensive? Is it 
due to the context that we are in? 

More to do with the context we are in, 
especially politically. I suppose this notion 
stemmed from an experience I had when a 
gallery declined to put up a painting of 
mine as it had political figures in it. I was 
initially a little upset since I did not feel my 
painting was offensive and my idea behind 
the work was derived from currency 
notes, not meant to be political. 

However, I also understand that while this 
notion of censorship is an antithesis of the 
concept of art denoting ‘freedom of 
expression’, we are living in dangerous 
times in a volatile city where little things 
can be exaggerated and held against you. 
Today, people get death threats for every 
little thing. Hence, one sometimes needs to 
be careful.



Suleman, where are you from?

I am from Quetta, now I live and work in 
Lahore,

And how long have you been working as 
an artist?

I don't remember, I have been thinking 
about stuff for a really long time. I started 
being regular in 2007, when I came to the 
NCA, I guess.

Can you tell me more about your experi-
ence at the NCA?

I was lucky to be part of it, where I came to 
know amazing teachers and artists.

And how did your parents come to sort 
of accept this interest of yours? 

I never told my parents about Fine Arts 
initially, I told them I was doing architec-
ture, etc. Later, when I was in my thesis 

year, then I told them. My father was a 
civil engineer, and he felt I should become 
an architect. So in some ways, for a while I 
didn’t tell them about my interest in the 
arts.

That’s really fascinating. Did you feel 
like your background has some sort of 
relationship to your artistic practice 
now? 

I have grown up in a really diverse 
culture… I have been traveling to remote 
areas of Baluchistan because of my 
father’s occupation. Since I was a child,  we 
had to shift to different remote areas 
every two, three years, and the experience 
of meeting new people with the new 
features, language, dressing, was some-
thing I started noticing at a really young 
age. I spent my high school days in Quetta 
and I have always been inspired by the 
landscape there, and there is not much 
inspiration for art directly, like there is no 
culture of Fine Art as such. Yet the land 

Suleman Aqeel Khilji



itself has this character where you find 
ways of expressing yourself. I have noticed 
people in these rural and remote areas 
have great appreciation for folklore.  When 
I was selected on merit for NCA Lahore, 
that was the first time I travelled to 
Lahore, I had only seen Lahore on TV, so 
that journey was like a time travel, and it 
always has been it takes 30 hours on train 
from Quetta to Lahore, but you see lots of 
transition from your window when travel-
ling by train, the landscape transforms 
from barren rocky landscapes to these 
green fields, so do the people, languages, 
customs and architecture and the way 
people self fashion themselves. I think I 
started knowing my concerns more when I 
moved to Lahore.

Is there a transformative moment for 
you in your time at the NCA?

The trip to Paris that we took as students 
at the NCA really transformed me.

How so?

That is when I got much more exposure.

I was really interested in European Old 
Masters. I wasn’t that open towards 
contemporary art. Of course in Paris we 
went to the Louvre and the Lyon Biennale. 
In Louvre I saw from Caravaggio… to 
Rembrandt, and then contemporary art in 
Louvre. It was like time traveling. I saw 
really beautiful works, that I appreciated. 
I did not appreciate Rothko’s work, before 
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going to Paris. When I saw his work live, 
that was the one that opened my mind.  

That was a life changing experience.

Okay let’s talk about your practice then. 
What are you focusing on thematically?

I keep finding the visuals that I really want 
to paint, or draw. Most of my ideas are 
based on encounters with different people, 
places and times. I am concerned about 
transition, while working on large scale 
drawings. My studio becomes a transition-
al space where I can observe subtle shifts 
and continuities between images sourced 
from different ages, watch figures and 
landscapes transform, and begin to 
connect emerging visual forms with 

thematic preoccupations or content.

A curiosity concerning the familiarity of 
works drawn from different eras of art 
history and from diverse cultural contexts 
- whether European, Egyptian, or Mughal - 
plays an important role in my investiga-
tions.

What do you mean when you talk about 
these contexts? 

I think it is more visual when I talk about 
my things. Since childhood, I have been 
looking at people’s features. The things 
that you notice when you observe. You see 
similarities to people. In European Art, 
what really moved me were the similari-
ties between us and them, visually.



Talking about visual similarities and 
people, can you tell me a bit about your 
recent work on Inayat Khan. Who was 
he?

Inayat Khan was Jehangir’s courtier. 
There are only two paintings about him. 
There is one painting in which he is really 
healthy and has a proper stance. In the 
other, he is really ill and he is almost dying 
and you can really see his bones.

This guy was really important courtier, 
and he got addicted to opium and wine and 
because of his addiction he got really 
weak. He became so weak, Jehangir saw 
him and asked the painter to paint him 
before he died. 

And how does he come in to your work 
then?

I was interested in this immediate form. I 
have been going to the streets. This goes 
back to my third year. When I used to go 
and observe these sleeping people. In my 
painting also there are a lot of people 
sleeping. 

I was looking at the similarities. I was 
looking at the fate of the people in my 
work.
 
So what is your series about?

The whole series is about finding those 
people who are familiar to Inayat Khan. 
Familiar in state and visual appearance. 

What are you working on nowadays?

I am interested in historical images in 
general, like Inayat Khan and Bahadur 
Shah Zafar. I am looking at these images 
and they seem very connected in a way. 
Different stages of one man’s life. They 
look strained. Then there is dead Christ on 
the tomb. When I look at the painting. I 
just think about the time when the painter 
was painting the guy who would have been 
the model. He found the perfect emaciated 
model to paint. 

And what are you hoping to do for the 
future?

These drawings that I do, they are plans 
for my future installations and work. I 
would like to use ambience in my work in 
the future. So these are my plans.

Well good luck with your future plans 
Suleman. Thank you for your time!



Zahid, where are you from?

I live and work in Lahore nowadays; I'm 
from Madrassa Chatha, a small village of 
Gujranwala.

And so how did you end up at the NCA!

I didn’t know about NCA originally, when I 
did my Matric, that is when I heard about 
it. I was having discussion in my “Dera” 
with a friend. He was just asking me what 
are you doing and I told him about my 
desire to do “Musawwari”. I didn’t know 
that art education existed until he told me 
about NCA. I took some money and came to 
Lahore. It took me three days to find out 
where NCA was. And what’s funny is, I 
thought one could get in to NCA with a 
matric. Of course, it is only later I realized 
that you need a FA. I applied after, and got 
in.  

So what were the differences that struck 
you between Madrassa Chatha and 
Lahore?

Well of course, the whole system is very 

different. I wasn’t aware of even things 
such as that there is a water bill. I was 
shocked, because we got it for free in our 
village. Maybe the city is more expensive. 

Haha!

Over there, you know everybody, even 
their animals you know, personally. But in 
the city people are much more distant. 

Here in the city, you don’t know even know 
your neighbor. These are the real differ-
ences.

You know Zahid that I think your 
journey is extremely fascinating. Of 
course, your work includes this journey, 
right?

Yes, these are the things I am trying to 
depict in my work. But I feel like it is in 
process, I am not saying I am successful. It 
is something I am consistently working 
towards. Sometimes it comes from my 
memory, but a lot of it is what I see.  

But all your work has this idea of reali-
ty?

Zahid Mayo
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Definitely, most of the images, you have to 
remember, are sketched. I see it, and 
sketch it. I always have my sketching pad 
with me.

Yes, I have seen you with them. In fact 
multiple sketch books, of different sizes.
I want to talk more about you going to 
NCA. How was that, as part of your 
journey?

Well in a word, it was wonderful. You really 
have the freedom to explore, in so many 
ways. There is no restriction of medium, or 
ideas. This is of course, well rounded. The 
culture is also unique, and you are contin-
uously learning. 

So have you had a breakthrough moment 
with you in your practice?

The moment I realized that art is nothing 
it’s just the artist. 

That is a bit of a controversial state-
ment, can you talk more about this?

I just feel, and this is realized slowly, that 
when you put something in the system, 
that’s sort of the job of the artist.  In that 

way, how art can work in the system, this 
is of course a daily concern. It isn’t really 
about the art itself, but the artist, who is 
the creator, it is about his ideas. 

I don’t know if I am explaining well… but 
art is because of the artist. It is a part of 
him. A part of his imagination. Everything 
is outside, it is really that which is within 
the artist. 

It is like really extracting something from 
your inner self… 

It seems to be this really difficult 
process… 

And yes, I am saying this all from that 
point of view. 

What are you struggling with in this 
process?

The most difficult thing is to decide. You 
know we always categorize, some things 
have more importance. What matters to 
you. And what doesn’t. 

What are you working on nowadays, I 
know you are consistently being 
inspired.



I am working on a few things. I am paint-
ing, of course, which is routine. I am work-
ing on an image that is different from 
usual?

How?

Well, now I am using calligraphy, and 
mixing it with the human body. There is 
photography in my work. A few things are 
coming through and shifting.  

But you also have a series of perfor-
mance and installation art in calligra-
phy and the body, correct?

Yes, currently I am working on a project 
where I do poetry on myself, and then 
making a video of it, and create a perfor-
mance element, with all these layers? 

But this is something you are working 
on now. What about the past?

Yes, I had my solo at Indus Valley last year. 
That is when I first worked on my perfor-
mance. I experimented by painting on my 
face, which was really the reality of what 
was around me in my work. I was being 
reflected. It was experimental.

But you use all this poetry, what is it?

Well it is my own actually. It is what I am 
writing.

And it is in Punjabi?

Yes, so whatever I am writing is in Punjabi, 
which I am very comfortable in. 

What does this all mean though? What 
are your themes, I mean. 

It is really about what’s happening in my 
work. It is another way of expressing it. 
There is the idea of the individual, experi-
encing something. There is storytelling in 
the poetry too, but I feel like there is more 
emotionality, and it is linked to identity. 
Art is maybe more outward, and poetry 
might be more inward.

I think that is a wonderful note to end 
on. Thanks Zahid for your time.  
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