The Alchemist of Stone and Spirits
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If stones could speak, imagine the stories they would tell. Stones remain silent witnesses to millennia of history until they combine with the
alchemy of human imagination. This unique property of the human mind chisels into the rectitude of stones and extracts function, form and
narrative. Imagination converts mineral objects into art and artefact.
It was the emergence of imagination that enabled early humans to extract the functional possibilities that existed within stones in the form
of tools. The earliest stone tools were unearthed on the shores of Lake Turkana in Kenya and they date back 3.3 million years. Saud Baloch’s
stone sculptures in Fool’s Gold share an imaginative continuity with those ancient stone artefacts. As art objects though, they are far removed
from functional artefacts. These thought-provoking sculptures exist as objects of contemplation.
Ranging in height from 9 to 25 centimetres, their table-top size contrasts with the life-sized monumentality of Saud’s earlier work in sculptures
such as Tamasha, Badhshah and Golden Age seen in his earlier show Under the Dust (2016) at Sanat Gallery.
Stones, metals and minerals – essential constituents of the Earth’s geology – are fundamental to Saud’s repertoire of structural material. Their
antiquity contributes a primeval quality to the architectonics of sculpture and underpins visual metaphors to earth as the source of human
endeavor.
As small found objects that may be clasped in the hand, the sculptures in the Poshida [Hidden] series invite an intimate appraisal. Within the
recesses and contours of each stone, Saud had smoothed out crannies to create habitats for miniature figures. These cave-dwellers have been
transferred photographically onto the stone into which they nestle tightly. The grey monotones in which they are rendered creates color and
textural contrast with the natural unevenness of the stone that has been painted gold.
There is a hallucinatory quality to these attenuated forms. This is in accord with the artist’s mood of “dream-like experimentation” in which
he has approached the raw material. His imagination transforms the material into objects of magical realism. The figures in their tiny spaces
transport us from the mundane into a liminal space. Questions come to mind – are these indigenous creatures, troglodytes secure in their
nooks or are they fugitives that have sought shelter among the protective spirits of the stones? Perhaps there is more than one answer and
truth is refracted into multiple possibilities. As such, these miniature dwellers become avatars of ambiguity.
Habitat is a primary requirement for human beings and the idea of habitat runs through the various works in Fool’s Gold.

Nishan 2, 2017

Archival ink on paper, 152 x 91 cm

Poshida 1-7, 2018

Photo transfer & golden paint on stone, Variable

Gumnaam 3, 2017

Archival ink on paper, 152 x 91 cm

Gumnaam 1, 2017

Archival ink on paper, 152 x 91 cm

Gumnaam 2, 2017

Archival ink on paper, 91 x 152 cm

Udaan [Flight] is a two part sculptural installation. A clustered hive of miniature mud dwellings sits on the floor. Saud was born in Nushki
and these structures are based on his memory of indigenous homes in the Balochi landscape. Reincarnated from memory and crafted into
sculpture, the dwellings are suggestive of emptied homes and abandonment. Suspended above the miniature houses and touching the ceiling
is a golden balloon.
A complex narrative is developed from the two-part equation between the components of this installation. There is a mystery regarding the
inhabitants of the vacant mud dwellings. Have they been forced to take flight (Udaan) or have they elected to move, to rise – so to speak –
from their down-to-earth abode towards something more exalted? Has there been a struggle for resistance followed by liberation? The idea
of elevation and resistance is echoed semantically by the second part of the installation which is the golden balloon. It floats untethered and
it resists gravity.
Layers of meanings unfold in the iconology of Udaan. There are points of contrast – the mud grey tones against the golden metal of the
balloon; the perforations of the houses with the solidity of the golden orb; the square angularity of the houses with the curvature of the
balloon. The mud houses convey fragility because of their miniaturization whereas the balloon conveys strength by its size and metallic armor.
The roundedness of the balloon symbol also lends itself to the notion of something contained within – of its existence as an object pregnant
with meaning. The idea of containment reconnects to and echoes the notion of habitat which is explored in the dwellings of stone and mud.
If the dwellings originate from memory and therefore historical reality, the balloon shifts the visual language into generic metaphor. It becomes
a representation of an idea that exists on its own terms in a space-time dimension that is neutral to historical and geographical considerations.
Furthermore, there is a call and response between the stone sculptures which are inhabited and – by contrast – the crafted dwellings which
are vacant. A dialectical relationship between notions of existence and notions of absence develops among the works grouped in the show.
The use of ambivalence – which is explored metaphorically in Udaan – is personified by the spectral body forms in the Gumnaam [Nameless]
series. These perforated bodies float in empty space like lacy ectoplasm, neither fully formed nor entirely dissipated. They seem to maintain
haunting equilibrium between solidifying and fading out. They are devoid of a landscape that could provide them with a context of place
and time.
Saud has explored the tension of opposites in earlier works such as Strained which illustrated, in a figurative manner, the push and pull of
dialectics. In Fool’s Gold, Saud’s expression has acquired a subtle and more poetic mood. Like an alchemist who seeks to transform the ordinary
into the extraordinary, Saud Baloch extracts narratives from the materials of earth that speak volumes on the drama of human existence.

Nishan 1, 2017

Archival ink on paper, 152 x 244 cm

Statement
This body of work emerged as a result of a combination of factors. There was
a dreamlike experimentation with materials whose form, properties and qualities
caught my imagination. First, these included miniature mud houses, which for me
recalled emptied homes. Then there were golden balloons, with their suggestion of
escape and ﬂight; picture frames, in which images of lost loved ones might be lodged;
and gold paint, symbolising the inheritance of a people for whom this wealth is as
much a burden as a beneﬁt. Lastly, there was a search for iconic references, which
might ﬁt themselves to found stones and ﬁnd an echo in my meditative drawings.
The result is a series of fragile, gilded offerings: magical assemblages from which
dangle displaced lives and within which, as precious relics, emaciated, emasculated
bodies reside. And I riddle through what the victory is for the possessor of such
potent objects when trapped and broken spirits are the prize.
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