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Uniform Games, charcoal and lead on paper, 88 x 69 cm, 2016



Hegemonic Structures of the Monochrome 

Nimra Khan

Man is a creature of habit; as a species we find security in a 
sense of order. From barbaric cavemen we have slowly 
evolved, creating complex civilizations, systems running 
like clockwork. Cultures, rituals and traditions are all born 
from our need to feel safe and to belong to something larger 
than ourselves. However, senseless rules and regulations 
seem to undermine human individuality in hopes of creat-
ing a seamless society.

This is the central theme addressed in Hassan Mujtaba’s 
artistic oeuvre, with the apt metaphor of mass institution-
alization of the youth in schools, specifically government 
schools. While Mujtaba himself is a product of a govern-
ment school, it is a universally relatable concept that 
ingrains the need for structure and routine within the 
masses from birth. Our society then becomes a reflection of 
the schooling system, imposing certain predetermined 
roles on all its members to fit into.

We have all been subjected to this set of (often nonsensical) 
rules that the schooling system imposes that lend to the 
systematic murder of individuality. These rules are to be 
followed without questioning, even in the absence of any 
real visible correlation to academic prowess. Each rule is 
meant to remove personal signifiers or displays of personal 
taste, putting us in identical attire devoid of color. While 
this might help students exist in unity, it also leaves little 
room for self-expression and turns them into mass produc-
tions of the ideal student by society’s standards. 

The idea of following a set pattern and routine was previously 
conveyed in Mujtaba’s work through photographs of uniform 
clad schoolchildren standing in perfect lines and grids, and 
engaging in identical acts. In his earlier works like “Assembly”,  

Assembly, digital print on matt photo paper, 76 x 228 cm, 2009, Edition of 5



Carvings of the Tender II, charcoal and lead on paper, 53 x 38 cm, 2016



Deviation, charcoal and lead on paper, 97 x 71 cm, 2016





“Primary Positions” and “One Point Perspective” the focus 

on endless repetition exaggerates reality to get the point 

across, while in “Sit Stand Turn Left”, we encounter recur-

ring blind obedience. However, as his work progresses, the 

idea remains the same but the imagery evolves from gener-

alized portrayal of structuralization and towards influenc-

es on individual characters. Subsequent chalk, charcoal 

and lead based works further dealt with themes of visual 

homogeneity, as seen in “Intertia I”, “Inertia II” and 

“Performers”.

The image of the schooling system makes one realize that 

the obsession with rules almost turning kids into machines 

does not extend beyond our school years. This raises 

certain pertinent questions about the role of the schooling 

system in perpetuating certain norms in 

Pakistani society. While lawlessness and lack of 

proper structure is one of the biggest issues of 

our country, it is the ways in which our psyche 

is shaped that is the real issue. It creates a 

conformist mind set and discourages critical 

thinking or questioning. It re-enforces the blind 

following of traditions and societal norms, even 

the ones that are painfully archaic and rather 

dangerous. These structures have been around 

so long that somewhere along they seem to 

have made a home deep within our own minds. 

Primary Positions, digital print on matt photo paper, 30 x 46 cm (each), 2009, Edition of 5 

One Point Perspective, digital print on matt photo paper, 76 x 50 cm, 2009, Edition of 5



Carvings of the Tender IV, charcoal and lead on paper, 38 x 53 cm, 2016



Carvings of the Tender I, charcoal and lead on paper, 38 x 53 cm, 2016





Carvings of the Tender III, charcoal and lead on paper, 53 x 38 cm, 2016



In the latest works included in “A Monochrome Episode” at 

Sanat Gallery, the works have shifted significantly in style 

and imagery, while the overarching theme of societal 

pressure on the youth to conform stays the same. However, 

in a way Mujtaba gets more intimate with this idea and 

delves into it on a more emotive level through a series of 

greyscale lead pencil portraits of children. The skin and 

the cloth are dealt with a similar dull shade of grey, with 

only a close inspection revealing variations in shade 

depicting the folds in cloth. In contrast to a normal portrait 

that would show stark contrasts to make the face more 

recognizable, here the portraits are one shade all over, 

down to the whites of the eyes, like a silhouette or shadow 

of a person, lacking spark or depth. It is like a carbon copy 

done over and over until only a dumbed down dull version 

is left. 

The children are depicted as busts carved out of a jagged 

rock formation, which is visible at the bottom in all its 

rawness. As you move up the clothes seem to be 

smoothened out while the face, neck and shoulders contain 

more details. This alludes to the idea that as children we 

are shaped by external influencers - parents, teachers and 

society – into who we are now. Mujtaba equates the loss of 

agency of children over their own lives to gemstones and 

their existence as a constant, fully formed element unable 

to change or evolve into anything else, which is where the 

rock formation busts were derived from.

Sit Stand Turn Left, digital print on matt photo paper, 50 x 56 cm (each), 2009, Edition of 5



Carvings of the Tender V, charcoal and lead on paper, 38 x 53 cm, 2016



Similar ideas are addressed in 

two separate pieces “Deviation” 

and “Uniform Games.  In these 

drawings, Mujtaba has again kept 

the skin dark and shaded, but the 

uniforms are left completely 

white with only hints of shading. 

By leaving the uniform underde-

veloped, he has essentially turned 

it into a clean slate, removing a symbol of enforced uniformity 

and replacing it with a choice. On the other hand, the face is 

dark and vigorously worked on, so there is no longer room for 

change. This can be read as both a lack of control to change 

oneself and revolt against ones nature, or as immunity to 

outside influence.

In “Deviation”, the most captivating feature is the girl’s 

bright and engaging eyes and the pose she strikes, which lead 

me to go with the latter interpretation. Mujtaba decided to go 

against his reference photo and make the girl look away from 

the viewer into the distance; she is her own person and is not 

seeking anybody’s attention or 

approval. In “Uniform Games” 

what catches the eye is the ball in 

one of the four boy’s hands, which 

somehow betrays a sense of  

mischief, again a defiance of 

control and a will to be his own 

person.   

Inertia I, charcoal & chalk on paper, 76 x 101 cm, 2015

Inertia II, charcoal & chalk on paper, 76 x 101 cm, 2015



This latest body of work and the shift towards drawing 

comes as a maturation of Mujtaba’s central concept. He 

seems to have moved beyond the surface of his ideas, 

exploring the various layers within. Drawing seems like a 

sensible move for his practice as it adds this sophistication 

and helps articulate his thoughts more successfully. Mujta-

ba gravitated towards drawing because of the nature of the 

medium to allow contact with the surface. Starting from a 

small area the image is gradually built and spread across 

the page, and then developed and darkened. It is built in 

layers adding depth, and the time spent with the work 

creates an interaction that takes the work in unexpected 

directions. It may be conceived a certain way and may end 

up somewhere else. This quality is missing in a photograph.

What is interesting about Mujtaba’s latest body of work is 

his ability to make his imagery of school children work 

both literally and metaphorically at the same time. The 

busts and portraits talk about the controls imposed on 

young minds, but they can also be seen as projections of our 

adult selves still fossilized in a permanent state of hegemo-

ny, unable to break free and write our own future. Yet, the 

subtle note of defiance in these works echoes a sense of 

hope for mankind to find the strength and break the struc-

tures that bind us.   

      

Performers, charcoal & chalk on paper, 18 x 27 cm, 2015



Artist’s Statement

If one scrutinises the conven-
tional trajectory of a struc-
tural decorum inculcated in 
a tender mind and the essen-
tial behavioural format of a 
civilised society, the conclu-
sion appears to be sentient - 
The idiosyncrasies of a 
particular system modifies 
human responses in various 
spheres of life which reflects 
in cultured standards of 
living. The contemplation 
and authentication of this 
idea structures my current 
practice. The mechanical 
homogeneity of participants in a congregation or the perfor-
mance of pilgrims, indicate that the religion, socio-political and 
cultural conditioning design us to adjust and perform in a 
society with both, individual and collective responses. The 
expansive spectrum of didactic instructions automates disci-
pline, however, it also induces a sense of confinement. In 
reaction to the systematic set of circumstances, predictable 
consequences and products appear on the surface. Moreover, 
the witnessed intention of refining what is raw reflects the 
objectification of fragile nature of human emotions. To be 
continued…
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