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Foreword

Abid Merchant

“Creativity Takes Courage.”
These three words by Henri Matisse describe best the art practice and career of Sajjad Ahmed.
In Ahmed’s own words,
“As an artist, I am looking at the broader universal discourse since the world has come closer and the
art world has extended.”
Ahmed’s works address a diverse extent of concerns revolving around relationships between
Representation & Abstraction, Globalisation and Existentialism. His subjects accompany a strong
formal visual language.
With his current exhibition ‘Spirit of Visual’ on display at Sanat Gallery, Sajjad Ahmed takes his practice
of 10 years forward through an ever growing formalist approach and analyzes the impact of globalisation,
investigates the aspect of placing the representational onto two-dimensional pictorial surface, explores
the ways meaning is derived out of text & implicited through images, and creates an experience where
purity of form determines the content.
On behalf of Sanat Initiative, I am delighted to present SAJJAD AHMED WORKS 2007-2017, covering a
decade of art practice of Sajjad Ahmed which is a first in a series of artist monographs published by Sanat
Publications. I am pleased to share that the publication of this monograph is an important extension of
Sanat Gallery’s exhibition programme and goes beyond the physical gallery space, and going forward
Sanat Publications will be publishing such a document of archival importance, focusing on the practice
of an important artist from Pakistan every year.
I would like to take this opportunity to thank the writers specially Dua Abbas Rizvi, Faraz Aamer Khan,
Quddus Mirza, Shanzay Subzwari, Simone Kraft and Veera Rustomjee who have reflected on Ahmed’s
practice over the years, Risham Syed for taking out time and conversing with the artist for this
publication, the individual and institutional collections who have acquired Ahmed’s works, and Sajjad
Ahmed himself, without whom this publication would not have been possible. There are many more
people I wish to show my gratitude for their continued support towards Sanat Initiative and its various
programmes but time, space and modesty compel me to stop here.

The Art of Sajjad Ahmed: A Restrospect of Existence Faraz Aamer Khan
The gift of hindsight and retrospection is often poetic about things that have been manifested by their
creator, for it lays the ground work of that which has yet to come.
In a practice spanning well over a decade, Sajjad Ahmed has remained singular in his focus and concern,
streaming steadily to inform his visual vocabulary about the myriad vistas that pique his artistic
concerns. This vast fascination throws a wide net over many of the curiosities that present themselves
to viewers because of the work. If painting is the most self referential of all art, then Ahmed’s practice
holds a mirror to the anthropoid condition. Its need for meaning and its search for the essence of visuals
that are subjective to it all.
His gift to the world is a looking glass. His gift to himself is the pursuit of knowledge, for only through
creative action, he unfolds that which lays hidden in the recesses of his own being. A notion that is
widespread across the lot of human history as well as the single greatest task any human could pursue.
Archaic institutions are manmade inventions and purely exist within the collective heritage of the human
spirit, within the time span of cognition. Challenging any of these notions confront existentialist concerns.
Exceptional are such instances of the universe observing itself like in the innovations that Ahmed has
commenced in his practice. There is no direct affront or pathway leading to the transcendental or
sublime. Introspection is the only clue in these times and times to come. Communication is established
intrinsically, the viewer has to arrive to the point where Ahmed has laid his focus and framework.
In the year 1921 Kazmir Malevich wrote: “...But while each unit is a singular part of nature, it will soon
submerge with the whole...”. Here Malevich’s words reflect upon supermatism of his time and its fate in
the future. Decades since then, in a world of mass information dissemination, the everyday must blend
back into the grey and leave only the work to be contemplated on. In this way, the subject matter and
visual vocabulary of Ahmed’s practice is derived from the everyday; and similar to French philosopher
& novelist Albert Camus, there is a link to celebrate the mundane. The images of text and languages are
to be absorbed solely in their presence.
It is the understanding of visual phenomena that constitute his imagery and the power inherent in it
that compels the viewer to stay. Certainly for the same reasons any human wishes to move through life
as motion implies change as it is an essential foundation.
There is a method that follows a given course in order to read his practice. The deconstruction of the
imagery is extremely crucial upon the viewer’s sense of presence; for the emotive and visual experience

of the works is essential in order to formulate an understanding. To be able to understand the offerings
by the visuals and to put those offerings in context by comparing and contrasting along a reference is
supremely difficult. It is a task which can be accomplished only through extensive training and informed
understanding, managed by a rare number of individuals. Many in fact cruise through their existence
without much questioning of the norms and things that be, simply because the comfort of motion is life
affirming. It is fallacy to think the mundane exists only upon stopping to think; to introspect. It is an
aspect that is fixed regardless of the motion of the viewer; an ideal Ahmed is all too familiar with as is
evident in the work.
Through visual maneuvering, Ahmed presents layers upon layers of visual information; the network or
grid that is constantly in flux and readjustment. Ahmed takes that which is evident in the grand system
rather than looking at the product of any one entity. His practice examines the sum of various cogs in
gesticulation. The periphery masks all the negative truths and falsehoods. Only through the definition
of his method does he lay out that which he has taken upon himself to uphold. The knowledge of his
chosen scripture, the sheer multitude of languages overshadows even the myth of Babel. There is no
calamity in his vision and no wrath to bring about change for man’s hubris; it just is. His practice is akin
to the mirror like surface of a clear unperturbed lake upon which massive ripples set about changing the
face of its reflected abode.
It is essential to have a closer look at some of the representative works in order to gain insight of Ahmed’s
concerns. For instance, the work Somewhere Somehow (I); with the very first contact the viewer begins
to understand the finer questions about two images against each other. The positioning of the very
recognizable world map is snuck in between bars of an optical illusory quality. Even though, the sharp
outlines of the map render its form to be easily processed, the bars beg to reconsider such notions. It
is a man-made image and narrative projected by man, for man. However the rigidity of the vertical
lines controls the viewing of the work, grounding the piece against the structures of what is observable.
The importance of ‘man-made’ seems to be trumped by laws of nature that rule over all existence. The
experience of the work in discussion is jarring yet subtle; the viewer is confronted by the sheer spectacle.
In God of Small Things (III), each dot is a city, each city a street lamp and each street lamp a burning
filament that dispels photons at the same rate of their consumption by the void; forming upon what
it does and does not touch upon. It is poetic. The work itself slows down time around it to a grinding
halt. Time and space exist momentarily only for the viewer and the work. The importance lies in total
devotion to the observable world, and at the centre of it all, the gravity or pull of subjectivity that twists
and turns to the whims of its audience; despite the lens the artist supplies. The looking glass analogy falls
short before the very phenomenon that commands enormous power of visual pull.
Another example of the aforementioned representative concerns is the gigantically scaled work with

title Science Philosophy Religion (II); the composite image of a large aircraft that stretches on more
windows than is humanly possible to see in a single view, behind architectural columns resembling
ancient structures. This particular work singles out Ahmed’s use of titles within his practice, in terms
of hinting. Nothing is self-evident beyond the picture plane. The ascribed meaning of the title works
alongside the many levels the image offers. Executed in gigantic dimensions, the work is a sight to
behold. Beyond what is visible, the title hints at every reference point within the frame; the airport
windows offering a view to a mode of transportation while the invisible structure is nothing more
than a very large congregation point that hinges on arrival and departure. The institutions of science,
philosophy and religion tie in nicely to these prescribed meanings, perhaps even nudging the viewer to
witness the vehicle. The work then becomes an amalgam of these three giants that have spent all of man’s
existence to reach this very point of viewership.
One of Ahmed’s more straightforward visuals, God of Small Things (V) addresses his perpetual concerns
about economic systems. Maybe more so on composing or stitching together of many photographs.
Technical details aside there is no literal or metaphorical lens or manipulation of the image before
the viewer. On a formal level, the composition carrying imagery of thirty-five shipping containers
arranged in a harmonious seemed to be reminiscent of classical paintings in art history through usage
of chiaroscuro lighting, the work hints at violence, akin to paintings by Caravaggio. There is hint of
a capitalist economy at, with so many containers of items both personal and commodities for mass
consumption, sitting in a warehouse side by side, assembled in a way that makes sense. Well defined
categories and aesthetics are all that have stitched the containers together. Sequences and patterns of
reason. Herein lies the fundamental thing about the practice. To make sense, there needs to be context.
To question those arbitrary rules of human articulation means to question all that has led up to this
point and all that will come to pass. The image will remain, even when the containers will not. Their
usage as subjects were no more vehicular than the previously examined aircraft, or a packed stadium in
yet another frame. All layers of communication are rolled flat into a singular massive image; displayed
to be viewed in institutions that have much history behind them, having travelled across the span of
human occupation and inter-textual exchange of knowledge and ideas on this tiny blue dot. Because the
‘God’ of small things is not capitalistic in essence; it plays not on the free market of inherent merit. The
small things in command are human needs. Maybe manipulated, definitely guided, but never forgotten.
Like many of the previous work, once the viewer stops to think about what’s before them, the usual
connections form in the mind. Systems upon system working together to bring this image in front of the
artist, and, even more systems still, to bring the work for the viewers consumption.
In The Words Do Not Exist, the combinations of letters forming the words THE WORDS DO NOT
EXIST makes us see, or know, or feel what it is like or what actually happens in the world knitted by
connection between text/language and images. These words do not exist, but their material reality does.
The mind, which recognizes and perceives reality through the senses, does not exist in that same reality.

It does not come from any given origin. It does not exist in inside or outside; rather it conceives its own
world of imaginable meanings from language.
Continuing on that tangent, in the installation Consumed, mass media consumption reverses the
role of consumer and turns them into a product themselves. The installation coheres the visual and
experiential ranges of cinema, advertisement and surveillance - modes of media consumption, into a
single consolidated space. The viewer encounters a chair; an invitation to be seated. As soon as they sit
on the chair, they are confronted by a live feed of themselves inside the alphabet ‘U’ of a signage panel
that spells CONSUMED in a well lit setting. While attempting to experience a coherent body of media
consumption they are, in turn, consumed by it.
Examining the installation titled Residue, an event is a product of multiplicities; amalgamating into
the present and its representation. The installation narrates through the language of art itself, the voids
and fluidity at the same time, of happenings and their information/residue... Residues that are vessels
carrying the physical manifestation of ideas and imaginations...what prevails is the distance between
History and Present, Art and Life, Happenings and Information, Imagination and Manifestation, Reality
and Imitation... Being and Nothingness.
In this age of exposure to visuals and words, to the extent of contamination, the visuals and words have
almost lost their meaningfulness. A Capitalist Hit explores the dichotomy between ‘reality’ and ‘real
looking’ through words and visual. The shrinking world of globalisation does transform the portrait
of a communist leader by an artist who celebrated capitalism, in to a utilitarian object. i.e. auction
of ‘Mao’, a silk screen print by Andy Warhol, in 2006. The significance of the event of auctioning a
communist’s portrait created by an artist from America, the centre of capitalism, by a capitalistic system
was ironic and Ahmed has used it as a reference to address larger issue of economic systems and the
violence stemming out of them. Pakistan had a key role in the climax of the Cold War that was mainly
a confrontation between two economic systems. After the culmination of the war, Pakistani society
embraced the triumph of capitalism and grew as a fundamentalist one. The ‘defeat’ of the communist
USSR and ‘victory’ of the capitalist power USA strengthened fundamentalism in Pakistan. The
background of the Cold War and its culmination later initiating the rise of fundamentalism, capitalism
and violence as one of the additional products of capitalism, is stated in this artwork using the language
from recent art history.
Being and Nothingness (II), as the title suggests, is representative of the recognisable and the abstract,
known and unknown, depicted through a sky and a palette of colours. An array of shapes from the
very same sky-scape. In the larger context of Ahmed’s artistic practice, there is an attempt to combine
the abstract and with the representational within one pictorial surface (whereas they have been treated
differently in art history as two different styles/movements). The imagery is metaphoric of known and

unknown, fullness and emptiness of life, controllable and uncontrollable; the paradoxes, when combined
together, form an experience that is purely based on a strong methodologist appraoch.
The depth and density of the work is testament to concerns and the practice as whole. Where evocative
strength of the visual is vital to Ahmed’s need for an experience of the work, the recurring themes in
these numerous works mesh well together and add to the experience as well. The work also plays off
one another and while it’s not necessary to view all of it together, it does add to the understanding of
Ahmed’s practice.
In the most recent (2017) body of work, Ahmed’s practice has stepped into new territory regarding his
expression and articulation of his visual language. It is a tall task to bring the viewer closer and make
them succumb to their emotions simply by experience. While those familiar with his practice can see
the tangents of the work shooting off from his older series, the newer body does take a shift towards a
more formal aspect. Similar concerns and techniques of visual manipulation still affirm the identity of
Ahmed’s work; his field has expanded a little more while simultaneously being reductive by nature. The
picture plane is being simplified while the subject matter remains as poignant and dense with meaning
upon every reading.
In the series titled Being & Nothingness, a visual confrontation takes place with the viewer. Sparse imagery
akin to colour-field paintings populate a large portion of the work. Ahmed has set out to capture the
ethereal, while it is still tethered to reality. Showing how the practice is evolving while still constituting
the same number of concerns that have occupied his being for so long. Two works that are definitively
newer in terms of visual aesthetic are the triptychs Being & Nothingness (XVIII) and Being & Nothingness
(XXI). The triptychs show multiple frames of an expansive space; be it of the sea, sky or land. The added
details in these frames are the hints peppered near the edges of the frames that ground these images to a
known reality. A sliver of a building, the very top of a few heads indicating a congregation taking place.
The tips of plants and branches reaching for the heavens; like praying hands amidst prostration. These
hints work powerfully against an unobstructed open field of view, where the colours run deep into the
image, much like in an infinite expanse. The sense of the work becomes apparent after a very mindful
viewing and reading. Like much of the other work in his practice, nothing is as it seems upon the first
view. The play of illusion and reality pitted against one another, existing within the same space for the
viewer to discern. The hint of the occupied space against an unoccupied that informs the experience.
The focus shifts swiftly as the hints to the grounded reality simply cannot be ignored. They sit on the
edge of a periphery. It is upon this threshold that Ahmed sets a precedent for the reductive progression
in his practice.
The other works in the series present similar vistas for the viewer. These visuals across the series act
upon the play of colours. If we are to take into consideration what we know about Ahmed’s practice,

then these visuals inform the viewer about a sense of presence. How the transformation of colour, form
and various elements present entirely new forms for examination and inspection.
The illusory have remained with Ahmed’s practice; it is still ever present, whether directly or indirectly.
Most poignantly in The Spirit of Capitalism (I), the visual seduction of the desert against the recurrence
of shipping crates make for a powerful visual. Indicating the unreal against the real, system upon
system; man against nature. These dynamics captivate the viewer to either step back or to come closer,
figuratively and literally. In a stark evolution towards more painterly concerns, Ahmed acknowledges a
miniscule shift in his dogma. While the scrutiny of capitalism still holds sway, it has taken a step back
when Ahmed presents the human condition under his lens. The human in the system is no longer
pivotal to emphasize, not when the systems have evolved to not need its human element at all. What
then is scripture without its disciples? Simple fact? In the new body of work, there is a direct connection
that Ahmed offers to the viewer, their experience, while always being important, has never seemed more
vital than ever before. The reflection of the ungraspable, the essence of the work is moving beyond the
display of systems and their meanings. The work is diving into the abyss, rather than simply staring at
it or stating it as before.
The art does not scream,
it yells unto the primordial,
with the harsh tones of a didactic sense of being.
Its existence hinges solely upon the viewer before it,
the one amongst the many,
no devotion to a phenomenon,
…rather, its method.
Allusions to systems in play,
hinting at forces, far greater than our own.
There is no mystery in the first sight,
it creeps in,lurking in the periphery of our conscious.

The Words Do Not Exist, Chromogenic print on photo-matte paper, 203 x 305 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2007

“In his The Words Do Not Exist, Sajjad Ahmed reflects upon the devaluation of ideas, language and
images in our times. In a world contaminated with words - by being fed on the media, whether television
or newspapers - the importance or meaning of verbal (or visual, for that matter) is diminishing slowly.
Excessive access to information (and according to Umberto Eco, excessive information is absence of
information!), both in the form of words and pictures, has eclipsed the power of these entities. One
can witness it in our growing indifference to the gory sights or commentary on bomb blasts, which are
transmitted regularly in the media. A phenomenon ironically indicated in Ahmed’s digital print. Here,
words almost fade into a grey tone, a kind of haze that can be interpreted as an analogy for the noise
generated through media in our age. Uncertainty in the relation between word and visual is not just a
formal device; it investigates conditioning of all sorts - political, religious and societal. One mediates
and moves between the permanence and disappearance of words - or stumbles in their echoes. The
paradox of its form alludes to and steers us on to the contradictions of life.”

Text by Quddus Mirza published in 2010 in Resemble Reassemble, Devi Art Foundation.

“In the installation Consumed, mass media consumption reverses the role of consumer and turns
them into a product themselves. The installation coheres the visual and experiential ranges of cinema,
advertisement and surveillance - modes of media consumption, into a single consolidated space. The
viewer encounters a chair; an invitation to be seated. As soon as they sit on the chair, they are confronted
by a live feed of themselves inside the alphabet ‘U’ of a signage panel that spells CONSUMED in a well
lit setting. While attempting to experience a coherent body of media consumption they are, in turn,
consumed by it.”

Excerpt from The Art of Sajjad Ahmed: A Retrospect of Existence by Faraz Aamer Khan.

Consumed, Camera, television, motion sensors, light, wood, 274 x 274 x 274 cm, Edition of 5, 2007

Textscape, Mono channel video, 93 seconds, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2007

Stills from Textscape

“...works by Ahmed also assert his association with the decline of ideas and image in our time. In a world
contaminated with words — perpetually spread out on the media, and choked with visuals that suffocate
our vision, whether we are watching TV or looking at newspapers — the importance or meaning of an
image or a word is hardly noticed anymore; on the other hand, a secret pleasure or longing for ‘breaking
news’ has developed.
Ahmed’s work addresses these issues and situations in a subtle manner. The way the media presents and
projects specific notions through the choice of visuals, which may not have any other than a superficial
connection, is explored in a series of works which all convey how the mass media has blended events,
information, entertainment and glamour into one, big consumer product.
This aspect of converting reality into consumer items for the sake of art is investigated by Ahmed in
a number of works. References to Mona Lisa’s aura, and the auction of Mao’s portrait made by Andy
Warhol — iconic works of art — suggests the latest custom of treating art like a utilitarian object, or a
means of investment.
However, Ahmed’s work is not all about his comment on the contemporary business of art or mass
culture, because it has a strong formal presence too as in some works the formal aspects are more
prominent.”

Excerpt from Between Being & Nothingness by Quddus Mirza published in 2009.

A Capitalist Hit, Chromogenic print on photo-matte paper, 76 x 183 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2008

This is Not a Photo Opportunity, Chromogenic print on photo-matte paper, 76 x 152 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2008

Ways of Seeing (I), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 122 x 183 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2008

“As the noted Croatian writer, Dubravka Ugresic once said, “The media, television in particular,
transform events into entertainment, simply because entertainment, and not information, has become
the main engine of the mass media.” Abundance of information — both in the form of word and pictures
— has eclipsed their presence and power. One can witness it in our growing alienation with the gory
pictures of bomb blasts and messages of sanity, which are transmitted regularly through the media —
a phenomenon that is indicated by Ahmed in his work, Ways of Seeing (II) where an assemblage of
(spectators’) eyes become a spectacle itself.”

Excerpt from Between Being & Nothingness by Quddus Mirza published in 2009.

Ways of Seeing (II), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 122 x 183 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2008

A Part of Global Paradise, Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 107 x 213 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2009

‘Deeply Superficial’ (I), Acrlylic and inkjet print on canvas, 102 x 147 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2009

Missing, Duratrans prints in lightbox panels, 76 x 117 cm each, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2009

History Acts As Gravity, Duratrans prints in lightbox panels, 76 x 117 cm each, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2009

“Ahmed’s work is not all about his comment on the contemporary business of art or mass culture,
because it has a strong formal presence too as in some works the formal aspects are more prominent.
For instance, in one work the panoramic view of a neighborhood in Lahore is recreated by flattening
of perspective, so one sees a panoramic view of buildings and lanes around a roundabout. Similarly, in
another work, the dichotomy between moving and static imagery is explored by freezing the image of a
rollicking beach couple on the luminous screen of a light box, which gives the illusion of a TV screen..”

Excerpt from Between Being & Nothingness by Quddus Mirza published in 2009.

Small Round World (I), Duratrans print in lightbox panel, 47 x 476 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2009

Small Round World (II), Ultra-violet print on aluminum, 274 cm in diameter, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2009

“Globalisation is the new code,
and its images are its scriptures.”
Sajjad Ahmed

The New Scripture: Interview

Conducted by Simone Kraft

Sajjad Ahmed’s series Schema reflects on questions of globalisation and its visualisations. The Pakistan based
artist says, “the Capitalist mode of society can be described as a functionality of abstraction, considering the
very naïve, preliminary ways of seeing. In this vastness of universe, our small little world contains open spaces,
current-age venues of knowledge, entertainment, consumerism, transforming into abstract claustrophobic
spaces. Certainly globalisation develops beliefs that assume more and more religious traits.
Reverting to Oculus paintings from Renaissance period in art history, Ahmed transforms typical globalised
spaces like corporate headquarters, or buildings where masses assemble, like stadiums or libraries, into
geometric patterns. Watching them from afar, this vantage point puts them into perspective – reminiscent
of man’s first view of Earth from outer space: American astronaut, James Irwin, an astronaut from Apollo
15, the fourth manned landing on the Moon, in July 1971, described Earth as “…an ornament hanging in
the blackness of space. As we got farther and farther away it diminished in size. Finally, it shrank to the size
of a marble, the most beautiful marble you can imagine. That beautiful, warm, living object looked so fragile,
so delicate, that if you touched it with a finger it would crumble and fall apart…”
In a conversation with Deconarch, Sajjad Ahmed reflects upon his Schema series, what inspires him and
replies to the probably most difficult question, “Why art?”.

Interview
Simone Kraft: Tell us about your series Schema– what inspired you to do it?
Sajjad Ahmed: I have been attempting to visually translate the philosophical ideas of existentialism. It
is an abstract subject to be talked or written about, so a consistent interest to visual representation of
something abstract has been there as far as my practice is concerned. Schema is an attempt to communicate
a subjective view of universe, its functionality as a total system and in individual lives. I have chosen the
visual approach of Oculus paintings from Renaissance. The choice of using a particular visual method,
which was deployed originally, for visuals in a religious architectural space, provided me with a concise
framework for seeing today’s time. The globalisation is the new code and its images its scriptures. In place
of idols, this world has multiplicities of ungainly systems of businesses, governments, technology and
communications. These systems/multiplicities work enigmatically, cutting across the world, encroaching
our daily lives in many courses. These changes are intuitive; they are to the further side of the understanding
of the immense number of people whose lives they touch. Reality is subdued in the conception of these
works. A visual assembly dictates the time, space, events…numerous interconnected representational

entities are entwined together, persisted by a whole structural attitude, in order to portray reality in a
descriptive manner. The world no longer decodes its own images, but subsists in their function. The series
Schema is visual assemblage of anthropology of age of information.
What’s the core subject of your work? What are you interested in?
There is more than one subject that I focus in my practice; those multiple subjects are like paths leading
to one central area of interest. As a visual artist, I choose to look at the world through a framework of
globalisation, significance of visual culture, transition of a four-dimensional existence into a mortal twodimensional pictorial surface. I am immensely interested in looking at the world in its entirety, in its
system of totality through a choice of spaces from today’s life-styles from urbanity.
You are working with the assemblage of found image material. How the medium plays a role in your practice?
I am open towards choice of mediums, and ultimately the ideas define them. I have worked with photobased mediums, video, installation, performance…The range of medium is interesting as it can involve
humans as medium as well as using an auction to call it a medium and generating a statement through
that.
How is your working process?
There is no single approach towards the working process, hence no single response to the question. The
working process is strictly dependent on the nature of idea. The ideas determine the process, medium,
even the evolution of thought process. So far, the processes so far have involved photographing, digital
alteration, working with some software/electronics engineering as well as painting.
Are there role models, particularly inspiring your work?
Sure, there are specific influences like Candida Höfer, Mark Rothko, Sarah Morris, Sol Levitt … besides
these individuals, a great deal of collective human efforts in exploration and transformation of universe is a
tremendous inspiration. The knowledge of these developments/evolutions informs my work significantly.
Also it is interesting for me to notice that a German filmmaker Tom Tykwer’s approach and the whole
school of Bernd & Hilla Becher, also from Germany, are influences, are admirable.
Admittedly, it’s a difficult question, but: Why Art?
This involves the privacy of extremely immediate interests/incidents and the external unstoppable
influences by the bigger world, precisely. I grew up in a scenic provincial town in Pakistan in 80s, 90s

before moving to an urban locality. It is one of the major garrison towns, and as a teenager, I found myself
occupied with things other than that a garrison town can offer. Now I look back and understand that it
was the visuals that provided to be the sole interest point, there had to be an interest point, as long as
my memory helps, be it science diagrams or newspapers I saw at home or a family member painting…a
parallel interest in visuals developed before enrolling in a visual art programme, and when it came to enroll
in a professional undergrad programme, I asked myself the same question ‘Why Art’ and the answer was
inherent in the question, ‘Why not’…why not, while it provided me with the greatest pleasure during my
formative years. Later, I was lucky to have found myself in the company of some very interesting artists,
which include some big names today; it was a time before Pakistan showed actively on the world art map.
There was a very appealing air around and of course that also contributed towards the decision. Also the
process/track-record/career is not the ends, it’s a means to finding more answers that might be there, to
the question of ‘Why Art’…
Give us a little peek: What are you currently working on?
I am continuing with the ideas about spaces, and now its getting focused in terms of industries, lifestyles
… for instance, I am working on a body of work, “Science Philosophy Religion” using the visuals of spaces
in air-travel, spaces within the interior of human body, as well as maps.
Where can we see your work? Somewhere in Germany, too?
In Germany, I have exhibited at New Media Festival as well as at Mueller & Plate in 2006 and 2007. I
would like to take some liberty here and deviate from your question. I have a sense of relation to Germany
specially since I have done a public art project in Pakistan in collaboration with 2 German artists, exhibited
there and a major part of my tutors/advisors at university included practicing/academic art-historians,
artists from Germany. I am greatly thankful to them. I am pleased to have some great friends there.
Sajjad, thanks so much for telling us about your work!

This interview was conducted and published in May 2012 by Deconarch: a portal from Germany about
art and architecture.

Andrea Mantegna, The Oculus in Camera Degli Sposi, Palazzo Ducale, Mantua, Italy, 1473

Schema (I), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 91 x 91 cm, Edition of 3 + 2 AP, 2011

Schema (II), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 91 x 91 cm, Edition of 3 + 2 AP, 2011

Schema (III), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 91 x 91 cm, Edition of 3 + 2 AP, 2011

Schema (IV), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 91 x 91 cm, Edition of 3 + 2 AP, 2011

Schema (V), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 91 x 91 cm, Edition of 3 + 2 AP, 2011

“The fine line between ‘real’ and ‘real-looking’
holds the possibilities of substantiating the
moments when reality corresponds to the
composition of a classical painting, holding
abstraction and representation within the
same surface; the ‘fullness and emptiness’ of
life.”
Sajjad Ahmed

Ruins of An Abstract Evolution (I), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 76 x 122 cm, Edition of 5, 2012

Ruins of An Abstract Evolution (II), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 102 x 152 cm, Edition of 5, 2012

Ruins of An Abstract Evolution (III), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 148 x 99 cm, Edition of 5, 2012

“... the gigantically scaled work with title Science Philosophy Religion (II); the composite image of a
large aircraft that stretches on more windows than is humanly possible to see in a single view, behind
architectural columns resembling ancient structures. This particular work singles out Ahmed’s use of
titles within his practice, in terms of hinting. Nothing is self-evident beyond the picture plane. The
ascribed meaning of the title works alongside the many levels the image offers. Executed in gigantic
dimensions, the work is a sight to behold. Beyond what is visible, the title hints at every reference point
within the frame; the airport windows offering a view to a mode of transportation while the invisible
structure is nothing more than a very large congregation point that hinges on arrival and departure. The
institutions of science, philosophy and religion tie in nicely to these prescribed meanings, perhaps even
nudging the viewer to witness the vehicle. The work then becomes an amalgam of these three giants that
have spent all of man’s existence to reach this very point of viewership.”

Excerpt from The Art of Sajjad Ahmed: A Retrospect of Existence by Faraz Aamer Khan.

Science Philosophy Religion (II), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 112 x 371 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2012

“Ahmed’s leaning towards the philosophical also compels him to explore the network of links joining
the four temples of science, art, religion and politics. Though they may have separate fronts that excite
separate emotions in us, a system of underground tunnels and passageways seems always to connect
them and synchronize their mysterious workings. Where there is religion, there are crusades and where
there are crusades, there has to be science and technology to gain that upper hand.
The seal to these debates woven into all of Ahmed’s works is Science Philosophy Religion (lll) – a
seemingly simple composition of colour and light framed by an airplane window. The tri-layered
composition recalls Rothko and the ideas most famously proposed regarding the sublime: Edmund
Burke’s perspective that sublimity has to do with immense objects and places and Emmanuel Kant’s
view of sublimity as an idea resting principally in the mind. Now the truth about air travel is that it
is the closest we come to flying and breaking free of temporal and spatial bonds, and it can be our
most intense experience of the sublime. But at the same time, it is both an outcome and a means of
globalisation – a phenomenon that fuses science, religion and philosophy at the joints and, in the words
of the artist, leads to both a ‘fullness and emptiness’ of life”.

Excerpt from Abstraction in Immensity by Dua Abbas Rizvi published in August 2013 issue of ArtNow
Pakistan.

Science Philosophy Religion (III), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 122 x 76 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2012

“The revelation of abstraction, in what seems
like representational world that is composed
out of pure form, is a great fascination. There
is perpetual conversation between myself,
abstract and representational, through all
sensory means including visual.”

Sajjad Ahmed

Science Philosophy Religion (IV), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 122 x 76 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2012

Reference image: Mark Rothko, No.61 (Rust and Blue), 1953

Facts in Fiction

Quddus Mirza

Arguably, the biggest winner in the recently-concluded elections was the media (and probably the
biggest losers were the Taliban). In fact, the media has assumed a centre stage in every phase of our
social, cultural and societal life by making the audience believe in a desired version of events.
All of it is orchestrated with such incredible skill that no one suspects the truth of representation.
The craft of seamlessly joining views with points of view makes the whole picture seem objective and
neutral. One recent example is the way a number of TV channels emphasised the term “change” which,
on surface, appears to be an innocent wish of anyone but echoes the slogan of a certain political party;
ditto for the concept of “New Pakistan”. Change enforced through media clearly, and cunningly, implied
replacement (of the existing setup).
One may not agree with this role of media. Yet everyone subscribes to the alluring power of media and
formulates views accordingly.
However, the media is a late entrant into the forms and practice of forging actuality; it started with the
earliest accounts of history, with literature, film and is may be experienced in our dreams, too.
A believable manipulation of truth can be differentiated from a badly-built lie on the basis of how
the whole narrative is constructed. No matter how incredible they are, dreams are credible, even
awed, because these phantasmagorical happenings are composed of fantasy elements in a scheme that
replicates reality, thus appearing as parallel truth. This process is visible in fiction and cinema also,
where imagined situations and characters are created which seem so real that often these draw responses
from the receivers, as if everything presented in front of them is absolutely factual.
This semblance of reality into fabrication or vice versa is the main concern for Sajjad Ahmed in his
works which look like simple views of events or places but are actually concoctions of diverse images
made in a manner that these give the illusion of being true.
Sajjad Ahmed has been exhibiting in Pakistan, India and other countries, and, in his earlier works like
The Words Do Not Exist and A Capitalist Hit, has been addressing formal and representational issues
along with problems of political situations. In the current exhibition, too, he seems to be dealing with
similar kind of ideas. For instance, in Economy War Anxiety I, the print discloses a common picture of
a train with passengers but, on a closer look, other artistic interventions start to unfold. One discovers
that the platform is not in a normal perspective but is composed of diverse views. Similarly, the top of
the visual that looks like the electronic board with train schedules is in reality made of cardiac chart.

The real content of the work is that in each carriage and window, one finds a group of people belonging
to a separate region or race. With this detail, the artist arrives at a stage that perplexes the viewer, because
it is impossible that a worker from Mumbai Central and a banker from New York City Subway can board
the same carriage with some others travelling on a Shanghai train. But this is a conceivable condition,
too, especially in today’s multicultural and cross-racial societies. So if you are on an underground in
London, or using Dubai Metro, you may share the same experience shown in Ahmed’s work.
The combination of or confusion between the real and the imagined does not stop here. In other works,
like Economy War Anxiety II, the reality is portrayed with a critique on reality. The apparent sequence
of stockbrokers in front of their computer screens is juxtaposed with a large view of a rugby match,
which is further watched on small screens at the bottom of the picture; hence the connection between
the transnational world of business and the field of sport. These two are areas which seem separate but
actually operate on the negation of strict national bondage and depend upon the monetary expeditions.
But in some of his other works, the world is seen as primordial and pure as it was before the creation
of man. God of Small Things II denotes two terrains on the sea with tiny islands, apparently a map of
some section of earth, seen at night from above (a plane?), but in reality is just the result of the artist’s
imagination. No actual territory exists in this shape but the artist, employing his skill, has managed to
make us believe in this fictitious land; which besides being a map resembles a painted canvas.
This blend and balance between an actual (or apparently) visual and a painted image is dealt with in
another work by Ahmed. In Science Philosophy Religion III, a visual made of separate layers of colours
is depicted within the window frame of an airplane. This image that exists between the real and the
imagined reveals the artist’s position towards drawing his inspiration from reality but transforming it
into a world of pure art. A concern or content that is also apparent in his God of Small Things I, with a
number of individuals composed on stairs, but as if placed in an order or grid-like words on the lines of
a page, thus moving but following their location in the visual. Through this work, one realises how the
artist has gone back to his past work, The Words Do Not Exist because, in the present piece, tiny human
figures have replaced letters and the sequence of stairs are more like the lines of a text page. In that sense,
Sajjad Ahmed reminds us that we are all text by a supernatural power, which can be decoded at each new
encounter and condition. Except that, unlike the previous presumption, the superpower does not reside
in the heavens, but now exists in the small box that we call television.

This article was originally published on 19 May 2013 in The News International.

“In Economy War Anxiety (I), the print discloses a common picture of a train with passengers but, on
a closer look, other artistic interventions start to unfold. One discovers that the platform is not in a
normal perspective but is composed of diverse views. Similarly, the top of the visual that looks like the
electronic board with train schedules is in reality made of cardiac chart. The real content of the work
is that in each carriage and window, one finds a group of people belonging to a separate region or race.
With this detail, the artist arrives at a stage that perplexes the viewer, because it is impossible that a
worker from Mumbai Central and a banker from New York City Subway can board the same carriage
with some others travelling on a Shanghai train. But this is a conceivable condition, too, especially in
today’s multicultural and cross-racial societies. So if you are on an underground in London, or using
Dubai Metro, you may share the same experience shown in Ahmed’s work.”

Excerpt from Facts in Fiction by Quddus Mirza published on 19 May 2013 in The News International.

Economy War Anxiety (I), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 64 x 152 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2013

“In Economy War Anxiety (II), the reality is portrayed with a critique on reality. The apparent sequence
of stockbrokers in front of their computer screens is juxtaposed with a large view of a rugby match,
which is further watched on small screens at the bottom of the picture; hence the connection between
the transnational world of business and the field of sport. These two are areas which seem separate but
actually operate on the negation of strict national bondage and depend upon the monetary expeditions.”

Excerpt from Facts in Fiction by Quddus Mirza published on 19 May 2013 in The News International.

Economy War Anxiety (II), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 66 x 122 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2013

“The image that exists between the real and the imagined reveals the artist’s position towards drawing
his inspiration from reality but transforming it into a world of pure art. A concern or content that is
apparent in his God of Small Things (I), with a number of individuals composed on stairs, but as if placed
in an order or grid-like words on the lines of a page, thus moving but following their location in the visual.
Through this work, one realises how the artist has gone back to his past work, The Words Do Not Exist
because, in the present piece, tiny human figures have replaced letters and the sequence of stairs are more
like the lines of a text page. In that sense, Sajjad Ahmed reminds us that we are all text by a supernatural
power, which can be decoded at each new encounter and condition.”

Excerpt from Facts in Fiction by Quddus Mirza published on 19 May 2013 in The News International.

God of Small Things (I), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 43 x 140 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2013

“...in some of his other works, the world is seen as primordial and pure as it was before the creation of man.
God of Small Things (II) denotes two terrains on the sea with tiny islands, apparently a map of some section
of earth, seen at night from above (a plane?), but in reality is just the result of the artist’s imagination. No
actual territory exists in this shape but the artist, employing his skill, has managed to make us believe in
this fictitious land; which besides being a map resembles a painted canvas.”

Excerpt from Facts in Fiction by Quddus Mirza published on 19 May 2013 in The News International.

God of Small Things (II), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 76 x 122 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2013

God of Small Things (III), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 122 x 76 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2013

God of Small Things (IV), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 76 x 178 cm, Edition of 3 + 2 AP, 2013

“God of Small Things (V) represents a centralized and even stack of freight containers in different colors,
sporting edited words of various natures. The fact that they are all elongated boxes, stored away in a dark
and cold-looking warehouse, does refer to the underhand enslavement that essentially characterizes
today’s globalised world, but poetry finds its way even into such grim tales of capitalist bondage. This
work explores the immensity of abstract ideas, leaving poetic little fingerprints all over the image by
choosing cargo with names that incidentally hint at the sublime. ‘Ever’, reads one container. ‘Columbus’,
reads another – conjuring images of distant times and a different kind of might. Yet, two of them are
labelled ’Time’ and ‘Sea’. The paradox of unbound space within spatial limits is apparent.”

Excerpt from Abstraction in Immensity by Dua Abbas Rizvi published in August 2013 issue of ArtNow
Pakistan.

God of Small Things (V), Inkjet print on canvas, 112 x 246 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2013

“The superfluity of words and images, in
the realm of today’s world, substantiates
the current times as an age of Being and
Nothingness.”
Sajjad Ahmed

Science Philosophy Religion (VI), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 122 x 76 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2014

“...looking out of the window, what appears a mushroom cloud (symbolising nuclear destruction,
yet looking beautiful from afar) we see multiplicities here, and an ideological war. Where there is
globalisation, there is destruction. This destruction is also brought about when science, philosophy and
religion are misused and taken to the extreme. And while science is factual and empirical and a far cry
from the theoretical nature of philosophical and religious beliefs, Ahmed feels the boundaries have
blurred greatly, where all three are conquering each other. What’s more, we have been reduced to mere
spectators as we look on from our ‘windows’ as these changes take place; we are removed even more so
as we view this frame within a frame (i.e. the airplane window from the frame of the artwork itself).”

Excerpt from Deeply Superficial by Shanzay Subzwari published in April 2015 issue of ArtNow Pakistan.

Science Philosophy Religion (VII), Inkjet print on canvas, 152 x 102 cm, Edition of 3 + 2 AP, 2014

Being & Nothingness (I), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 114 x 152 cm, Edition of 3 + 2 AP, 2014

Being & Nothingness (III), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 46 x 65 cm, Edition of 3 + 2 AP, 2014

Being & Nothingness (II), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 122 x 180 cm, Edition of 3 + 2 AP, 2014

Somewhere, Somehow (I), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 122 x 183 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2015

Somewhere, Somehow (II), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 122 x 122 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2015

Utopia, Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 122 x 122 cm, Edition of 3 + 2 AP, 2015

Being & Nothingness (IV), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 91 x 61 cm, Edition of 3 + 2 AP, 2015

Reference image: Mark Rothko, Grays in Yellow, 1960

Heaven & Earth (I), Mono channel video, infinite (duration) loop, Edition of 3 + 2 AP, 2015

Being & Nothingness (VI), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 61 X 114 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2015

Being & Nothingness (VIII), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 61 X 244 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2015

‘Deeply Superficial’ (II), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 102 x 152 cm, Edition of 3 + 2 AP, 2015

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

Always Forever Now (II), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 61 x 81 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2015

Always Forever Now (III), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 61 x 81 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2015

“Sajjad Ahmed responds to the curatorial theme by transforming the gallery space at the Indus Valley
School of Art and Architecture into an illusionary corner of a house, eclipsing the formal versatile
blankness of a gallery space. Using tile prints, three focal items of furnishing – an antique desk, starch
white curtains within an opulent bronze frame and a large flat drawback curtain featuring a print of
Raphael’s The School of Athens – Ahmed creates a living space which is reminiscent of a colonial house
living space. With optimum control over the display and settings, the artist’s work enquires into the
contradictions in our society and the existence of opposing forces. For instance, The School of Athens
curtain paints an illusion of evolved, philosophized civilized society, yet behind the curtain a projected
grid forms a window and through this screen the viewers can see a snippet of a protest on the streets of
a city. Similarly, the book on top of the polished desk lures the viewer to pick it up and flip through it,
however the book remains glued onto the surface and the pages are blank. The connotations of Ahmed’s
work jumble up the viewers’ senses of reality and tangibility; his installation appears to be a space of
familiar visuals but it feels cold and distant upon further interaction within the three walls. Ahmed
comments on the strangeness of creating art specifically to be displayed in a gallery when art is found in
the most informal scenarios; for instance, he mentions the aerial view of a garbage site is reminiscent of a
Jackson Pollock painting. While managing his own material to build visual connections, Ahmed’s work
knocks on the illusions history creates and rewrites; the archaic painting, the gleaming and baroque - yet
empty - frame, a frigid blank book are components which suggest education, history and wealth which
transport the past to the future and adjusting our normative outlook of society..”

Excerpt from Spaces Left to Re-Examine by Veera Rustomjee published in April 2015 issue of ArtNow
Pakistan.

Residue (I), Television, video, wood, inkjet print on canvas, 94 x 152 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2015

Works from ‘Spirit of Visual’ - Solo Exhibition
at Sanat Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan, 2017

“In the most recent (2017) body of work, Ahmed’s practice has stepped into new territory regarding his
expression and articulation of his visual language. It is a tall task to bring the viewer closer and make
them succumb to their emotions simply by experience. While those familiar with his practice can see
the tangents of the work shooting off from his older series, the newer body does take a shift towards a
more formal aspect. Similar concerns and techniques of visual manipulation still affirm the identity of
Ahmed’s work; his field has expanded a little more while simultaneously being reductive by nature. The
picture plane is being simplified while the subject matter remains as poignant and dense with meaning
upon every reading.
The sense of the work becomes apparent after a very mindful viewing and reading. The play of illusion
and reality pitted against one another, existing within the same space for the viewer to discern. The hint
of the occupied space against an unoccupied that informs the experience. The focus shifts swiftly as the
hints to the grounded reality simply cannot be ignored. They sit on the edge of a periphery. It is upon
this threshold that Ahmed sets a precedent for the reductive progression in his practice.
These visuals across the series act upon the play of colours. If we are to take into consideration what
we know about Ahmed’s practice, then these visuals inform the viewer about a sense of presence. How
the transformation of colour, form and various elements present entirely new forms for examination
and inspection.”

Excerpt from The Art of Sajjad Ahmed: A Retrospect of Existence by Faraz Aamer Khan.

Always Forever Now (IV), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 61 X 61 cm each panel, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2017

Heaven & Earth (II), Mono channel video, infinite (duration) loop, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2017

Being & Nothingness (XIV), Mono channel video, infinite (duration) loop, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2017

Being & Nothingness (XV), Inkjet print on canvas, 102 X 102 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2017

Seven Circumambulations, Acrylic and oil on canvas, 41 X 36 cm, 2017

Being & Nothingness (XVII), Acrylic and oil on canvas, paper, 48 X 63 cm, 2017

Being & Nothingness (XVIII), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 30 X 76 cm (triptych), Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2017

Being & Nothingness (XIX), Acrylic and oil on canvas, 61 X 122 cm, 2017

Being & Nothingness (XX), Acrylic and oil on canvas, 46 X 102 cm, 2017

Being & Nothingness (XXI), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 30 X 76 cm (triptych), Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2017

Being & Nothingness (XXII), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 38 X 61 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2017

Being & Nothingness (XXIII), Acrylic and oil on canvas, 46 X 36 cm, 2017

Being & Nothingness (XXIV), Acrylic and oil on canvas, 46 X 36 cm, 2017

Being & Nothingness (XXV), Acrylic and oil on canvas, paper, 46 X 61 cm, 2017

The Spirit of Capitalism (I), Inkjet print on photo-matte paper, 53 X 91 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2017

A Capitalist Dream, Inkjet print on canvas, 25 X 18 cm, Edition of 5 + 2 AP, 2017

“Without
form, it can never be
known
Within
form, it can never be
found”

Shah Abdul Latif Bhittai

Suspension of Time: A Conversation Between Risham Syed and Sajjad Ahmed
Risham Syed: The relationship between text and image is something you play with...text either appears
within the image or outside as title. How do you see it? Does text inspire an image or is it the other way
round?
Sajjad Ahmed: I had that interest in relationship between text and image from very early in my practice.
Text is part of content in my work, both in form (inside) and title (outside).
And what’s your process of connecting the two? And which comes first?
I see text as image, besides its lingual use. So it’s primarily image for me. So having said that, in larger
context it’s the image/visual that inspires me. However, there are works in which a mythology or event
seemed interesting to me and played role as inspiration. In some works, it was a mythology that came
first to inspire. For instance, in the work The Words Do Not Exist, a verse from Quran inspired me
to arrive to that work. In others it was an idea such as the concept of Utopia that inspired to make
a work titled Utopia and the word UTOPIA as part of content of work. I would like to elaborate the
aforementioned examples here. There is a verse in Quran: “Kun Fayakun”. It loosely translates as: “When
it was said ‘be’, it all came into being”. I came across that verse and notion of relationship between a said
word and existence fascinated me.
It’s interesting how you trace ‘being’ in works like this and also in Somewhere Somehow (II), though they
are quite a few years apart.
Yes. Both the aforementioned works (The Words Do Not Exist and Somewhere Somehow (II)) are almost
a decade apart. I have been enduringly interested by the idea of ‘being’/‘existence’, to this moment. This
relationship between words and existence inspired me to make the work titled The Words Do Not Exist.
The functioning of that work is such that the text THE WORDS DO NOT EXIST can be read on a surface
system from a distance of 15-20 feet but as a viewer approaches the work at 4-5 feet, the words seem
to disappear into an array of vertical lines. The representation (the recognizable words) disappear and
viewer is left with abstraction (vertical lines, the form) in front of them.
I gathered that from the visual detail. It seems quite magical. I also had a feeling it works a bit like the
lenticular print.
It is a flat surface. The disappearance of words into vertical lines (representation into abstraction) is not
dependent on the medium but on the illusory nature of the visual.

Would you like to share about the work A Capitalist Hit; another work that relies on text and image.
In 2006, a portrait of communist leader Mao Zedong, by Andy Warhol, was auctioned for a monetary
value that was described as ‘whopping’ by art world and news media. I found humour and irony in that;
a communist leader’s portrait selling for a capitalist monetary value, in a capitalism based imperialist
system. The two (communism and capitalism) came together through an event around art. For me, that
was an interesting satire.
The world we live in today...especially as artists who are critiquing it... Art market makes all effort to suck
out the venom.
I have been interested in economic systems and their results. My personal history as a person who grew
up in Pakistan during the era of Cold War which was fought in our neighborhood with Pakistan being a
major part of it, also contributed to the making of that work when I came across the the news of auction
of a communist leader’s portarit. Post-Cold War era, Pakistan faced fundamentalism and violence; and
there one witnessed communism and capitalism under one umbrella in an event in 2006 (most of the
bombings in Pakistan started in that year, ironically). This is the regional context of that work.
So I also see that you work with found images and a lot of times pass them through the filter of art history
to play with the image. What does art history mean to you?
For me art history is a framework, a context...it is a combination of fact and fiction. I am fascinated by
moments when a sight from everyday life makes one recall an image from art history.
How does it relate to the present; particularly in the context of your work? Is it just an association?
It is an association as well as context. For instance, I came across a photograph of protestors in Lahore,
from 2014 which reminded me of the painting The Last Judgement by Michelangelo. The protestors in
that photograph were carrying cane sticks with red flags of a religious-political party. It reminded me of
characters, in The Last Judgement, carrying musical instruments and red drapery around them. These
connections might seem superficial, however I have always believed that history repeats itself, in events
as well as in sights.
Does it work like free association and then you draw the connection; or are you thinking of the time period
in particular?
For me, there was a meaning and connection between the both. It resulted in the work Always Forever
Now (I) with an illusion of a window depicting those protestors partly covered by a curtain made out

of (the print of) The Last Judgement.
Art historical representation also brings its own context of time and history while its talking of another time
period (perhaps).
I attempted to seek the connection between art history and mundane, through a work with form based
on an everyday object (a window and curtain).
The window is also a device connecting the two worlds; a frame to view one from another.
Yes, certainly. It is a double space; inwards to outwards.
Ok. Why the mundane?
Art is a part of my life, an important part indeed. However, there is larger world (of everyday/mundane)
that I live in as an individual who chose to be an artist. With that subjective view of myself as an individual
and an artist, it is natural that everyday inspires me.
Is it important for you to quote or reveal the art historical image; I am referring to the reference of Andrea
Mantegna you have given, in context of your series Schema.
In some works, yes.
So does the reference image appear next to the work?
That particular reference (of a work by Andrea Mantegna) is not part of the work (and it would not
appear next to the work). It is a reference to Oculus paintings from Renaissance (the paintings on dorm
ceilings). Sharing the example of reference of Andrea Mantegna’s work; it informed my practice through
study of geometrical/formal innovation done during that time, in order to create a series of works in that
visual structure, with images from life today.
What’s the source of the imagery in your Schema series? I mean what is the ‘original’ image? There’s been
manipulation?
There is no single source for imagery in Schema series. It is created out of images from various sources,
with visual intention to make it look like one-shot photograph. I would refer to the work Schema (III)
which represents a crowd of spectators enjoying a sport in a stadium hovered by a gigantic billboard
with a cheerleader. The words MORTAL and FOREVER are written (embedded in ‘real’ scenario) above

the billboard and on ground respectively. It is a visual about the power of advertisement, ‘dreams’,
mortality and connection between the three.
Interesting…that’s what makes it so complex (and so simple in its presentation). It’s kind of mirrored also?
It is mirrored in some parts, I would call it semi-mirrored; creating false perspectives which seem to be
true on a first glance.
I particularly find the simplicity of your Science Philosophy Religion series very seductive. Can you share
about that series? You have two very different images in the that series. One with the sky from airplane
window and then the airplane from outside the window!
The series Science Philosophy Religion stemmed out of my tremendous interest in the three worlds/
phenomena and the connection between the three. During an air travel, I noticed how the humans
have obsession with modern gadgets of communication and entertainment. The obsession was almost
religious, in its nature. The very same kind of aircrafts have been used as weapons of mass destruction
in recent modern history of world. The interpretations of religions have been used strategically and
scientifically, by power-seekers, in current world and its affairs. Also, the idea of time and space becomes
amazingly fascinating specifically in air travel; the way enormous part of global sights is experienced
in limited time. These connections present within a singular experience are interesting. A space vehicle
does represent science; it is a metaphor. In its function, it defies norms of notions about time and space
as opposed to life on land. However, my larger interest was to establish a connection between science,
philosophy and religion, through visual subtlety. i.e., a vista of seascape from an airplane window. The
seascape that is divided into three pictorial spaces (sky, clouds, water) is reference to three worlds that
are significantly apart but also function as parts of grandly unified system.
Your work Heaven & Earth (I) has overlaps with the above mentioned series, where heaven seems to be a
direct reflection of earth and vice versa, and somehow the space between is purgatory.
Heaven & Earth (I) was made after executing the series Science Philosophy Religion. The idea of the
living experience and a promised world has always caught my eye. The experience of life in this world
and the idea of a promised life heavily rely on the notions of existentialism and religion, in the order of
discussion.
In that work, time seems to be suspended in the space between.
I believe the suspension of time equates to amazing experience of imagination. Imagination which is
itself a state between being and nothingness. It is a space for the state of “between being and nothingness”.

The writings of French philosopher Jean Paul Sartre inspired me greatly from early on. At the same time,
I have been fascinated by the religious scriptures. Yet the two ideas of existentialism and religion are in
contrast to each other. I wanted to translate, my developed interests, through language of visuals that are
executed with intention of subtlety.
About the space between being and nothingness; ‘Anhad Naad’ which is about the sound which exists
and is not produced by striking two objects. This is the sound of the cosmos and of human consciousness,
an ultimate sound that transcends space and time, a sound that has no beginning or end. A state of
unimaginable potential…
Yes, enormous potential…of beauty, violence and much more...It’s like the sight of a nuclear explosion
which resembles a mushroom cloud; a spectacle from distance, however, carrying enormous disaster
within.
About your current body of work, it’s quite different in its appearance from the previous practice. Having
said that I do see the common threads.
Formal concern has been the major common thread in my practice whether I was making a work about
text or economics for that matter. To talk about it, I would like to share the context of my practice in
retrospect. In earlier works (2007-2013), there are elements including text, human figure, urbanisation.
Most of earlier concerns are around art itself, art history, semiotics and formal interests. In recent
works (2014-2016), there are recurring imageries of landscape/skyscape/seascape. I attempt to narrate
the relationship between abstraction and representation using these elements, using formal visual
language. In my current body of work, representational elements have been reduced and abstraction has
taken over. The vessels of execution have expanded into “traditional” ones, including painting. These
creative decisions are as warmly intuitive as much they are deliberate. The common threads are there,
as my aforementioned concerns remain perpetual to this moment and continue informing my quest to
visually synthesize the entities of diverse natures. The concerns have become even more formal while my
practice attempts to address the ideas such as economic systems, existentialism, intangible experience
and more! There are traces of past and hints to future.

This conversation was conducted in November 2017.
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