(Four Women, Four Stories)

Foreword

Establishing Sanat Initiative nearly four years ago with the intention to build
meaningful awareness within Pakistan about contemporary art, I had little idea
of the paradigm shifts that this task would entail.
Indeed, we have now come to regard the work of contemporary artists as being
the results of their reacting and interacting with the events, recent histories,
and developments of their time. However, too much of this dialogue seemed
to have been shunned. During the very nascent stages of Sanat Initiative, I was
given advice as to the kinds of artists and art to showcase, and while it was
well-meaning, it was certainly, in my opinion, detrimental to contemporary art
and artists. Being told women artists are unable to generate work as regularly
because they simply cannot cope with being full time artists, along with
marriage and family, so therefore it is rarely in the best interests of a gallery
to give women artists’ space and time. The two-fold challenge in facilitating
growth and innovation in contemporary art suddenly became clear; first, the
challenge was in promoting the intrinsic dialogue aspect of contemporary art,
and second, it was shockingly clear that much of the dialogue presented failed
to show a diversity of expressions, because art created by half of the population
was basically ignored.
Art, however, is transcendental. It evades class distinctions, it’s beyond genders,
it crosses borders and communities, defies and challenges manmade constructs
and norms, and above all else, it tells its viewers a story that might otherwise go
unshared, unheard. Chaar Aurtein, Chaar Kahaniyaan is our collaboration with
Studio RM, in which four artworks each by four contemporary female artists are
displayed. However, it’s more than just a total of sixteen works that are gracing
the gallery’s walls; these women artists are sharing with us, the audience, their
own stories, which verily echo the stories of many women. Each of the pieces
on display serve as a vignette that touches upon the personal and unique
journeys of these artists, while simultaneously presenting the universality of
women’s lives. Chaar Aurtein, Chaar Kahaniyaan is not only a testimony to the
commitments and multiple roles that women play, but is a celebration of the
many fruitful contributions they make within each and every facet of life they’re
engaged in, thereby facilitating an important and on-going dialogue regarding
women in society.
Abid Merchant

Curatorial Note

It takes great courage and flexibility to adapt to changing circumstances and
situations, and women are born with it. This show, Chaar Aurtein, Chaar
Kahaniyaan, is an acknowledgement of the strength of women who, no matter
where they are, and in whatever circumstances, manage to create their own
space, and find ways to contribute to the social fabric of society. They become
the first role models for their families, especially for children, showing by
example how to be effective members of society.
The women who choose to stay at home and raise families contribute just
as much to society as anyone else, and the ones who choose to have careers
alongside all other familial responsibilities, find they possess strength by which
to maintain balance while holding these multiple roles. These women become
a major source that builds a great nation, and every nation needs to admit and
appreciate these women and the many roles and responsibilities they hold.
Chaar Aurtein, Chaar Kahaniyaan acknowledges their vast contributions in
workplaces, and in homes.
We are showcasing four works each from four contemporary female artists,
which reference their personal lives at home and their many relationships in
a way that it may seem like a presentation of their visual autobiographies, yet
each of them represents the unspoken stories of countless women, living in the
four corners of the world.
Irfan Gul Dahri

Let me tell you a story…

The motif of Scheherazade’s voice sustaining the narrative and linking
the multitudes of tales in One Thousand and One Nights can be seen as
representative of all women sustaining the course of tradition and linking
generations together through memory and lore. However, their doubleedged roles as preservers of tradition and agents of change and innovation
(Scheherazade, too, after all, gets the unreasonable Shahryar to relinquish his
blood-lust) have been consistently undervalued and overwritten. Even the bulk
of literature in which they richly feature was, for the longest time, relegated to
non-serious, frivolous fiction. Referring to One Thousand and One Nights (or
the Arabian Nights) in Stranger Magic: Charmed States and the Arabian Nights,
Marina Warner observes: “These were stories in which women mattered,
and they consequently mattered – and appealed – to women, a quality which
caused some trouble to their standing as literature.”
But having been, for so long, on the peripheries of recorded history (despite
contributing to it continuously and profoundly), women are now working
towards tipping society’s androcentric worldview by taking back the
spaces (both physical and abstract) that have been denied to them. This
revisionary movement has manifested in calls to action on social media
(such as Washington DC’s National Museum of Women in the Arts’ recent
#NameFiveWomenArtists challenge); reworkings of, and responses to, canonical
literary texts (such as Wide Sargasso Sea, Jean Rhys’s post-colonial and feminist
‘prequel’ to Jane Eyre); and other expressions of celebration, acknowledgement,
and solidarity (all-women bike rallies in Pakistan and India, the global #MeToo
outcry, film and advertising campaigns denouncing conventional ideas of
feminine beauty, etc.).
It is, perhaps, finally a good time to be a woman. Studio RM’s collaboration
with Sanat Initiative for Chaar Aurtein, Chaar Kahaniyaan (Four Women,
Four Stories) adds another celebratory chapter to the history of women
now ubiquitously being collected and written. With works by three female
contemporary artists from Pakistan, the show promises a nuanced look at
womanhood and creativity. Sadaf Naeem, Farazeh Syed, Sana Arjumand, and
Saba Khan employ distinct visual vocabularies to navigate ideas of gender,
space, memory, and consciousness. Although their artistic approaches to their
subject-matters are markedly different from each other’s, their works are united
by a shared interest in using autobiography as a means to engage with the
world.
Sadaf Naeem ruminates on the concept of home and what it means for a

woman. Is it a place of safety and promise? Or is it something ever-elusive? Is it
a real and tangible place or one that is created by a sedimentation of memory
and transferred values? A characteristic imagery comprising patterned lace
curtains, soft silhouettes and shadows, and vegetative, foliate elements informs
her paintings with an atmosphere of secrecy and longing.
In Farazeh Syed’s paintings, the focus shifts from the space occupied (and
created) by the female body to the female body itself. Wrapped in voluminous
layers, her solitary female figures act out a polarity of traits, going from
seemingly passive and non-confrontational to assertive and mocking.
Encumbered by excessive fabric, they endeavour to stay mobile and retain
control and possession of their own bodies which – their antics remind us – are
so absurdly contested in society and perceived as anyone’s but theirs.
Sana Arjumand’s otherworldly, bright-eyed birds unite the physical realm with
the imaginary, the body with the mind – like they unite land and air, the earth
and the skies. Inspired by a personal incident – an unexpected and illuminating
encounter with an avian visitor to her studio – Arjumand’s paintings evoke the
spirit’s journey through different stages of consciousness. Her bejewelled, alert
creatures speak of ancient wisdom and light, and of transformation which, the
show seems to suggest, is strongly linked with the experience of being female.
Saba Khan, by using a range of material that is all too readily associated with
‘femininity’ and craft (beads, glitter, sequins), highlights the excesses and
peculiarities of parvenu taste. In doing so, she not only turns the tables on the
stereotype of a woman as homemaker and domestic decorator, she liberates
ornamental media from being simply ornamental: it is used to comment and
to document. Her paintings are panoramic in their keen and good-humoured
survey of class and culture.
In Chaar Aurtein, Chaar Kahaniyaan, the multi-faceted reality of womanhood is
pondered and saluted through symbolisms and expressions that reveal strength,
sensitivity, and insight. The artists’ impetuses for these explorations in paint
may have been personal but they have been conveyed – like stories shared
around a fire, or fables and anecdotes narrated in a snug circle of friends – with
an openness that makes them accessible for all.
Dua Abbas Rizvi

Farazeh Syed
Saba Khan
Sadaf Naeem
Sana Arjumand

shows include Love Letters, Sanat Gallery, Karachi; The Imago Mundi Project
for Pakistan, Imago Mundi Pavilion, Venice Biennale; Recent Works by Farazeh
Syed, Buland Iqbal and Alee Saad, Chawkandi Art, Karachi; MA (Hons.) Visual
Arts Degree Show, Zahoor al Akhlaque Gallery, National College of Arts,
Lahore; Figure in Movement, Abrar Ahmed, Ashok Bhowmick, Farazeh Syed
and Noori Berdi, Unicorn Art Gallery, Karachi; United - in the Age of Dialogue,
National Art Gallery, Islamabad; Contemporary Art Fair 2011, A ‘Rastay’ project;
Representational is not a Dirty Word, Poppy Seed Gallery, Karachi.
Statement

Farazeh Syed (b. 1971) is an artist based in Lahore. After acquiring a diploma
in printmaking at the Gandhara School of Art, Islamabad, she trained with
the renowned painter Iqbal Hussain for 15 years in the informal studio class
established in the older artist’s atelier. There, she learnt painting and absorbed
the acute attention to human form associated with Iqbal Hussain’s painting/
drawing, subsequently refining her own visual and conceptual vocabulary.
During this period, Syed also attended Continuing Education courses in painting
and drawing at Parsons and The Art Students League, New York. She recently
did her MA (Hons.) Visual Arts (2014-2015) from the National College of Arts,
Lahore.
A subject common throughout Farazeh’s work is the female form or ‘woman’.
Her work comments on the historical representation of the female body in art
as a visual/symbolic metaphor for sensuality, eroticism and ideal beauty as
perceived by the male eye. ‘Woman’ has often been perceived and portrayed
as a passive, de-individualized and aesthetic ‘object’ of pleasure for the male
gaze. Her thematic concern, therefore, is the de-objectification and demystification of the female form—portraying ‘woman’ as an ‘individual’ with
personal strength, dynamism and character. Farazeh’s work addresses issues of
identity, power dynamics, and gender roles and politics in a patriarchal power
structure. Using paint and mixed media, Farazeh uses both semi-translucent and
opaque layering in her work to create the illusion of depth and a rich visual and
perceptual experience.
Farazeh has shown her work extensively both in Pakistan and abroad and has
several reviews and articles to her credit. Her recent solo show was held in
October 2017 at Sanat Gallery, Karachi. Other solo exhibitions were held at
Unicorn Art Gallery, Karachi and AlHamra Art Gallery, Lahore. Recent group

The body is conventionally viewed and understood as a marker of gender.
However, for me, it is a signifier of lived experience—it is an active, living
agent, our interface with the world that experiences, expresses and responds.
Consequently, I perceive the body as a dynamic, social, emotional and fallible
entity, as opposed to a metaphorical object of perfection or passivity. Hence, in
my work I use the body as a medium, a tool for expression—I ‘employ’ the body
to convey the experience of inhabiting and experiencing through the body as
opposed to mere ‘figurative’ representation, which I find impersonal and only
optical. I use the body as a self conscious subject making assertive and proactive
statements of protest and transformation about self definition, identity and self
determination.
The current body of work is a series of self portraits. The focus is entirely on the
body, each relating the psychological state and crisis of a contemporary woman
choosing to have a profession along with a home and family. The body bears the
narrative in its gestural and postural awkwardness and absurdity—the absurdity
of having to perform multiple, disparate roles and the inter-role conflict/strain
that lies therein; the absurdity of having to live up to unreal social and self
expectations; the absurdity of unrelenting societal demands and pressures of
each role; the absurdity of being judged for her choices and performance and
criticized for a lack thereof. Consequently, in a relentless struggle to maintain a
balance between professional life and conventional roles of a mother, a home
maker, a nurturer, the contemporary working woman experiences internal
distress, turmoil and guilt. These, in turn, have negative consequences for her
psychological and physical well being.
My work is thus a comment upon the irony and contradictory nature of
the situation, wherein, despite achieving emancipation and economic
empowerment, the contemporary working woman is still constrained and
bogged down by societal norms, values and demands.

The absurdity of it all 1, Farazeh Syed, 2018
Acrylic on canvas
86 x 66 cm

The absurdity of it all 2, Farazeh Syed, 2018
Acrylic on canvas
86 x 66 cm

The absurdity of it all 3, Farazeh Syed, 2018
Acrylic on canvas
86 x 66 cm

The absurdity of it all 4, Farazeh Syed, 2018
Acrylic on canvas
86 x 66 cm

blue sliver of the top can be seen from the treeless street. It is guarded by a
slick, heavy graphite wall and a gate, that keep out ordinary citizens and dreams
far from reach.
In the rosy skies there are pink clouds hovering around our imaginary bungalow
with a garage. It is decorated with Chinese tiles, flooded into the Pakistani
market, annihilating our own tile industry in the process. The facades of our
houses also integrate with the Chinese tastes. The dream bungalow is removed
from all realities of life by a high wall that circumambulates it. Our dreams are
untouchable like the impenetrable wall. At the bottom on the painting it literally
says ‘dream’ in Urdu text.
Social media hash-tags promoting a generic lifestyle of luxurious necessities.
These are blessings from the skies from the higher beings. Lofty homes with
European and Punjabi sensibilities, peer out from the high walls that separate
classes and divide social structures.
Saba Khan (b. 1982, Lahore) completed her BFA with distinction, from
National College of Arts, Lahore, and MFA from Boston University, on Fulbright
Scholarship. Residencies attended include: Civitella Ranieri Foundation, UNESCO
Aschberg Bursary, Italy; SEHER, Jaisalmer, India; Vermont Studio Center, USA;
Indus Valley School, Karachi, Pakistan; 11th Gwangju Biennale International
Curator Course, South Korea. She was a juror for UNESCO Aschberg Bursary.
Her solo shows have been exhibited at Canvas Art Gallery, Karachi; Rohtas
2, Lahore and Taseer Art Gallery, Lahore. She has shown in group shows at
Monitor 4, SAVAC, Toronto; Kara Film Festival, Karachi; International Art Festival,
Kathmandu; Lawrie Shabibi Gallery, Dubai; Bangkok Art and Culture Center,
Thailand; India Art Fair; Aicon Gallery, New York and Rossi and Rossi Gallery,
London. Saba has been shortlisted for The Future Generation Art Prize, Victor
Pinchuk Foundation. Her works have been published in n.paradoxa International
Feminist Art Journal, Tran-Asia and The Eye Still Seeks by Salima Hashmi. She
teaches at the National College of Arts and founded Murree Museum Artist
Residency, Murree in 2014, an artist-led initiative that supports artists, writers
and curators.
Khan’s work is pumped with humour and satire; it looks at the class divides
through layers of local aesthetics. Glitter, paint and crystals are used as tropes
to comment on the emerging affluent-class, along with the ‘bad-tastes’
exhibited through religious ceremonies, homes and the bazaar. The work also
makes sharp commentary on political and social conditions with inside-jokes
and symbols while not preaching on a particular stance.
Statement
The rosy dream of owning a detached house with a garden, only the Prussian

Dream House 1, Saba Khan, 2015
Acrylic, glitter, crystals, graphite and beads on paper pasted on canvas stretched on board
18 x 24 cm

Fountain and Balconies, Saba Khan, 2015
Acrylic, crystals, graphite and beads on paper pasted on canvas stretched on board
24 x 32 cm

Cozy Dreamz, Saba Khan, 2015
Acrylic, glitter, crystals, graphite and beads on paper pasted on canvas stretched on board
25 x 20 cm

Cake with Interior, Saba Khan, 2018
Beads and oil paint on canvas stretched on board
61 x 46 cm

Graduated in Fine Arts (Painting) from National College of Arts, Lahore in 2001.
Sadaf has taught at Pakistan Institute of Fashion & Design and Kinnaird College
for Women University, Lahore from 2003 to 2011. Currently she works as a full
time artist and is coordinator and member of Studio RM Residency. Sadaf has
remained active in projects of various nature like Art Counseling Programs at
Central Model School, Sheikhupura; Stain Glass Workshop at Hamza Foundation
School for Special Children and Workshop of Painting with Sanjan Nagar in
Children Literature Festival Lahore. She has participated in Artist Camp at
Habarana, George Keyt Foundation, Colombo, Sri Lanka in 2003 and was invited
for the exhibition ‘Euphonic Palate’ organized by Nitanjily Art Gallery, Delhi and
Mumbai at Alliance Francaise, India in 2006. She has received 1st Nigah Award
in Landscape Category in 2017. She did solo exhibitions namely ‘Unspoken’
at Ejaz Galleries Lahore in 2007, ‘Silhouettes’ at Taseer Art Gallery, Lahore
in 2013, ’Unknown’ at Koel Art Gallery, Karachi in 2015, and ‘Surrounded’ at
Chawkandi Art Gallery, Karachi in 2017. She has also participated in national
and international group shows in UK, India, Korea and Sri Lanka. Sadaf lives and
works in Lahore, Pakistan.
Statement
I try to create a narrative of my concerns like whisper in a noisy environment,
if one is interested in listening and going close to it, it can reveal the secret
and connect with the story behind every veil of my surrounding. In every
relationship my important property is the grey area and I get indulged in their
mysteries. Along with the importance of relationships that I feel, I experience
delicate references of my personal concerns in every act.

Monologue, Sadaf Naeem, 2018
Oil on canvas
107 x 91 cm

Foliage story 1, Sadaf Naeem, 2018
Oil on canvas
76 x 107 cm

Foliage story 2, Sadaf Naeem, 2018
Oil on canvas
107 x 76 cm

In a row, Sadaf Naeem, 2018
Acrylic and oil on canvas
91 x 91 cm

political paintings. “Making Waves - Contemporary Art” by Silwat Ali has
reviewed Sana’s international shows.
In 2009 she participated in the Art Omi Residency in New York. In 2010 she was
selected for Studio RM Residency in Lahore.
Her work has been collected by Francis J. Greenburger Collection (New York),
Devi Art Foundation (New Delhi), Pondside Press (New York) and Rangoonwala
(Pakistan) among other collections. In June 2017 Sana had a solo show at the
Columbia Museum of Art, South Carolina.
Statement
“Home is a frequency. Not a physical location in time and space”.

Sana Arjumand is a contemporary visual artist from Pakistan who has
extensively shown across the globe and in her home country. Born in Karachi
in 1982, She currently works and resides in Islamabad, Pakistan. She received
a High Achievers Award from Cambridge University in advanced level art and
sociology. In 2005 Sana graduated in painting from the prestigious National
College of Arts, Lahore. A wide range of subjects have been touched upon in
her previous work, such as gender politics, identity, and religion. Her current
body of work revolves around mysticism and spirituality, in which the Bird has
become a metaphoric symbol of energetic beings suggesting the coexistence of
higher dimensions.
Sana has shown at the United Nations Headquarters in New York and also
had solo shows in New York, Sydney, and in major cities of Pakistan. She has
participated in group shows in London, New York, Hawaii, Seoul, Amman, Delhi,
Ahmedabad and Mumbai. Her work has been represented several times in Art
Dubai, Indian Art Fair, Abu Dhabi Art Fair, Art Basel Hong Kong, Flux Festival
London and University of Sunderland UK.
Huffington Post, Christian Science Monitor, Time Magazine, ArtNow, Art
Asia Pacific, Nat Brut, Indian Times, H.A.S Magazine, Art Quarterly (Christie’s
publication) has reviewed her work. It has also been discussed in several
international blogs and forums. Sana’s work appeared in Art Info as one of the
“Top Ten Rising Stars In Pakistan and India”.
She was also featured in local publications such as Friday Times, Blue Chip
Magazine, Hello Magazine, Niche Magazine, Libas, Dawn, She Magazine,
Express Tribune and The News. A book on Contemporary Pakistani Art, “The Eye
Still Seeks” written by esteemed art critic Salima Hashmi featured one of Sana’s

The idea of the Home is a sacred one. Home is a place of growth, of rising,
of crossing created boundaries and limits. A place of reflection on one’s own
weaknesses and strengths; of breaking apart and positive regrowth.
Home is a chance to nurture what is closest to your heart. When you nurture,
you are stretched and your limits tested, as is the case with giving birth; through
blood and sweat and unimaginable effort, you are transformed in the ultimate
act of nurture. When raising a child there is a test, as there is no falsity in front
of your children, no chance for reality to hide. They will instantly reflect you to
yourself through their imitation and reactions towards you. So home is a place
to rejoice without veils; the ultimate teacher, beyond time and space. This idea
is reflected through the symbol of “Maryam Booti” also known as the “Nabi
Booti” or the Rose of Jericho.
The flower of “Maryam Booti” is a signifier of nurture and expansion, the
positive growth enabled through the medium of ‘The Home’. Maryam Booti
grows wild in the harshest deserts and blossoms in times of rain. When
submerged in water, it expands. This flower was given to me at the time of my
first child’s birth, the tradition being that when soaked in water at the time of
labour and the flower slowly opens, the body will expand itself correspondingly.
This divine blossom represents a nurturing being such as a Mother who has
the role of constant giving. A Mother lovingly breaks herself piece by piece to
bring forth and raise another life form and is constantly, openly giving. With this
giving the Mother is expanding at every moment, and this expansion through
giving has the possibility to transform her. There is a sacred essence in this
connection between effort and expansion and giving forth life, that is found in
the testing ground of the home, and celebrated through this body of work.

Belong, Sana Arjumand, 2018
Acrylic and gold leaf on canvas
151 x 147 cm

Risen, Sana Arjumand, 2018
Acrylic and gold leaf on canvas
127 x 124 cm

Harmony, Sana Arjumand, 2018
Acrylic, embroidery, tea stain and gold leaf on wasli
66 x 83 cm

Nurture, Sana Arjumand, 2018
Acrylic and gold leaf on canvas
61 x 91 cm
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