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Miniature Art in India flourished under the patronage of the Mughal Emperors, 
who ruled the territories of present-day India and Pakistan between the 
sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. Paintings produced in the stately courts, 
primarily in the form of illuminated manuscripts, are commonly known as 
Mughal Paintings. A specific style of South Asian painting generally classified to 
miniatures either as book illustrations or as single works emerged from Persian 
miniature painting. 

The Mughal style of painting was an amalgamation of the diverse religions, 
culture and traditions prevalent in the region melding the local Indian art of 
Hindu, Buddhist and Jain influences to give rise to a distinct style of art. The 
magnificent manuscripts were rich with a variety of subjects ranging from 
detailed depictions of stately events, royal portraits, memoirs and official 
histories, scenes from court life, documenting wild life, hunting scenes, and 
battles. On a closer examination, they are astonishing, unraveling stories 
captured with infinitesimal, intricate details. The world of miniature paintings is 
a kaleidoscope of history, scriptures and the lives of people through the ages.

The rich tradition of Mughal miniature paintings continued to thrive under the 
royal benefaction, combining personal inclination and social circumstances to 
motivate the patron. Unfortunately, there was a decline in Mughal paintings 
with the downfall of the Mughal Empire and ultimately the royal practice 
perished after the death of the last Mughal emperor Muhammad Shah. The 
splendor and glory of the Mughal Empire and its art simply collapsed after 
the domination of the British Raj under East India Company and with the 
introduction of ‘Company Paintings’.

The miniature artists were forced to leave the courts to look for work 
elsewhere; some being absorbed into short-lived commercial workshops that 
churned out reproductions of the art that was once produced in the opulent 
Mughal courts. Others made their way to the new ateliers being set up at the 
regional courts and the art of miniature painting in due course percolated to 
other parts of India. The new patrons of miniature paintings were the provincial 
governors of Rajasthan and Pahari Kingdom (1700-1900 AD). Unlike Mughal 
artists, Rajput artists were anonymous and did not enjoy the high status of their 
Mughal counterparts. The Rajput kings who were highly appreciative of this 
form of art, and of paintings in general, subsequently sponsored the artists of 
the Mughal courts to shape a new chapter in the history of South Asian art in 
the post-Mughal era.

Over the centuries the skills of miniature have been passed on from generation 
to generation in the subcontinent. A prominent family of Muslim miniaturists 



from Patiala, became the pioneers in creating the first link between traditional 
practice and modern edification of miniature art thereby becoming the 
forerunners of contemporary Mughal-style miniature paintings; a practice 
which fervently continues today through a number of artists residing in Lahore. 
The Department of Miniature Painting at the National College of Arts (NCA) 
continues to passionately dedicate itself to the development of miniature art.
  
The NCA was originally established by the British in 1878 as an arts and crafts 
inspired school known as the Mayo School of Art. In 1958, the Mayo School 
of Art was upgraded to become the National College of Arts and Ustad Haji 
Muhammad Sharif, of the Patiala miniaturist family, became the first official 
instructor of miniature painting in 1945. The teaching of the meticulous 
technique, and through learning via rigorous reproductions of paintings mainly 
from the Mughal courts, the first students of miniature in Pakistan have 
contributed in shaping the current style using classic methods with remarkable 
artistic effect. Some artists paved a new path by challenging the tradition 
in order to reinterpret and reinvent miniature art through contemporary 
conceptual practice. Steeped in the past and yet ‘modern’ in its application the 
contemporary practice formed a new movement of ‘Neo-Miniature’; an exciting 
and experimental set of artworks being developed by the students who have 
learned to read both discourses within a critical context.

Lahorenama (Behind the Scenes in an Artist’s Studio) presents eight paintings 
by Ahmed Javed from his new series. Ahmed was born, raised and now works in 
Lahore. He graduated from NCA in 2016 and belongs to a fresh wave of artists 
introduced and trained in the traditional style of Mughal painting. Within a 
short period of time he grasped the basic skills and gradually began developing 
his own distinct style working with subjects of interest to cultivate personal 
expressions and narratives through multi-faceted contexts. Upon inquiring 
about the artistic practice, he stated:  

‘As the old masters documented life of royalty, I decided to document the 
life in the present. My fascination with tradition was obvious, therefore as 
an alternate I decided to go backwards, in order to move forward, to find 
my subject through contemporary life documentation. My work seeks to 
identify and apply the minute details within our everyday life; focusing on 
activities that are always done without questioning. I seek to document them 
through stylization, technique and multiple-perspectives based on the actual 
environment and people around me. The colour scheme has been inspired from 
the old Mughal miniatures and not based on reality. I play around with the size 
and perspective of certain areas, objects and figures to denote their elevated 
status or importance much like traditional Mughal miniatures and my work 
seeks to preserve the traditional practice while acknowledging its existence in 
present context’.

This project arose from an idea led by mutual discourse between the artist and 



curator to take shape over a period of one year. It becomes a documentation of 
a keen curiosity about the major players of the Lahore art scene – recognized 
as some of the most important movers and shakers in the contemporary 
art world – what they are like, their artistic process and where they work? 
Ahmed has investigated and decided to document these contemporary 
artists in their respective studios, in an up-close and personal way, while they 
pursue daily practice in their workspace which serves as a creative center for 
experimentation. The project also particularizes the discourse of a workshop 
(the concept of Mughal atelier where apprentices worked under masters) to a 
complete paradox of an independent artist’s studio in which they are free to 
pursue their own imagery and artistic agenda.

The final list of the artists featured in the outcome is based on two criteria: one 
is about being a Lahorite and the other is about connecting with the artist on a 
personal level in order to be allowed to step into their territories without any 
insecurity. For this venture Ahmed contacted many of his personal favourites 
but the choices came down to the artists who graciously agreed on having 
him come into their sacred and personal spaces. The artist has also portrayed 
himself in his own studio in the following series as masterminding the project. 
These works are brave, precious, extremely stimulating and unique - an attempt 
like this has never been made before especially in connection with modern and 
contemporary miniature practice.
 
In the end, Ahmed Javed, the team at Sanat Initiative and I would like to 
thank all the artists who participated in the realization of this project. This 
is an ongoing examination and the artist wishes to continue, and extend 
the investigation, within and outside of Lahore; he correspondingly aims to 
document Karachi in ‘Karachinama’ as the next edition of this project.

Adeel Uz Zafar
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Risham Hosain Syed, 2018
Gouache on wasli, 147 x 99 cm



Ali Kazim, 2018
Gouache on wasli, 147 x 99 cm



Irfan Hasan, 2018
Gouache on wasli, 147 x 99 cm



Imran Qureshi I, 2018
Gouache on wasli, 147 x 99 cm



Imran Qureshi II, 2018
Gouache on wasli, 147 x 99 cm



R.M. Naeem, 2018
Gouache on wasli, 147 x 99 cm



Waseem Ahmed, 2018
Gouache on wasli, 147 x 99 cm



Ahmed Javed (diptych), 2018
Gouache on wasli, 99 x 226 cm





A Conversation with Ahmed Javed
Saira Danish Ahmed

A passion for painting led Ahmed Javed to enroll at Studio RM where he trained 
for a few months before moving on to graduate from the National College of 
Arts (NCA) in 2016. Having spent his life in Lahore, Ahmed has been a strong 
observer of culture and tradition and makes every effort to document the city’s 
rich heritage and of life around him in general. This time he opened his studio 
to Lahorenama aiming to achieve a bigger objective through this project - to 
create an archive.
 
What measures do you take to preserve the genre’s distinct identity while 
making conscious decisions of incorporating contemporary practices in order to 
stay abreast with popular demand?

Ever since my time as a final year student at NCA, the very question that you 
pose has been the focal point of my artistic practice. My art not only focuses on 
working with the traditional style of miniature art but it also revolves around 
questioning and at times contesting the ‘modernization’ of miniature painting. 
What today’s contemporary miniaturist aims to achieve is to create miniature 
art by adapting its techniques while departing from the true spirit behind the 
genre. Miniature art is not just about its technique but it is also about the 
subject matter - documenting people and events - serving as archives and 
memoirs. By painting myself, the people around me, the events taking place and 
the local landscapes I retain the contemporary edge thereby remaining, as you 
put it, ‘abreast with popular demand’.
 
What was the leading source of inspiration behind Lahorenama and how 
important was the artist-curator discourse in shaping this project? 

I traced the steps of miniature painting - its evolution, history, content, 
techniques, styles, method - and in doing so I successfully paved way to move 
forward. The Mughals preserved themselves by documenting their ways of life 
and the events that took place around them and within their lives in the form 
of illuminated manuscripts and small albums. And, they did this during their 
life. This very thought paved way for Lahorenama. I decided to pay a tribute 
to my ‘ustads’ who helped shape me as an artist over these years. Unlike the 
prevalent trend of venerating a person when it’s too late it occurred to me that 
perhaps I should honour them during their lives, as did the Mughals albeit they 
limited the tribute mostly to themselves.

The theme within my artistic practice has continually bifurcated. This is not a 
current development but has been there since my college days. I either made 
self-portraits or I painted the environment around me. This time I not only 
worked on my self-portrait but also portraits of the selected artists, and in 
each case the commanding environment dominates the imagery in order to 



document the interactive artist/studio relationship.

Coming to the latter part of the question: the artist-curator discourse was 
highly effective and assisted me in setting a clear path (developing strategies 
and targets) for this extensive project (mission). The demanding schedule of 
this project required an experienced and highly capable person to manage 
the curatorial responsibilities and hover over the logistics while I spent time in 
the artists’ respective studios and then in my own for the shaping of the final 
product. I felt the most suitable person to curate this extensive and complex 
project would be Adeel Uz Zafar, an artist and curator for whom I have immense 
respect, and so I approached him. His continuous guidance helped in shaping the 
course which had earlier on felt scattered often leaving me confused. He took 
over the curatorial duties and I took over the studios by storm - so to speak.  

Can you briefly walk us through the process?

I created a list of artists I wished to work with and this perhaps was the easiest 
part. The most difficult part was to get an appointment to meet the artist. Often 
an artist was travelling, in the midst of an exhibition or a project, and then there 
were those who did not feel comfortable to invite me to their studio for want of 
privacy. It got easier once I managed to meet those who agreed to hear about 
my project and they were also the ones who invited me into their studios. 
On a mutually agreed time I would visit the artist’s studio to document every 
single detail of the space. I would then revisit, on an appointed date, to study 
and document the artist at work - the body language, change in mood and 
personality (if any), relationship with the work in progress, and the special bond 
the artist shared with his/her studio.
 
Back in my own studio I would engage in preliminary sketches trying a variety 
of approaches until I felt I perfected what I was hoping to achieve. I would then 
proceed to create the final artwork. I accept that I have tampered with the scale 
primarily because I wanted to highlight these artists as being larger than life 
hence I made reference to it through size manipulation.
 
Being an ongoing project, how many years will it span over and how do you see 
it culminating?

I don’t know when it will end but there is one thing I can say for sure - the more 
I work on it the more I see it expanding. The options are endless: established 
artists, emerging ones, those no longer among us, those not available this 
year but showed keen interest, and then there are also artists from the many 
different cities of Pakistan. I am convinced that Lahorenama (perhaps settling 
for a different nomenclature for each phase) will spread over many years; and 
as I explore it, I realize the potential this project has. 
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