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Spaces as Monuments to Personal Histories 

The notion of memory is an interesting one in the context of contemporary art; an unreliable tool 
that manages to create some stunningly emotive, and at once spontaneous and contemplative 
visuals. It can be a fickle thing for an artist to explore, a direct experience presented subjectively 
through a filtered perspective, influenced by emotions, selective recall and a variety of external 
factors – which is probably what makes it so endlessly alluring. From Tracy Emin’s preservation 
of lived experiences and monuments to people, to Gerhard Richter’s evocation of memories as 
subject, visual and style, artists have used, portrayed, archived, and contemplated as an idea, 
personal and collective memories and remembrance in a multitude of ways.

It is not uncommon for our memories to be associated with certain stimuli, and perhaps it is lived 
spaces that have the strongest capacity to witness and encapsulate entire eras from our lives 
and become monuments to our past. Muzammil Khan’s work springs from his own childhood 
memories attached to his home, but instead of exploring these memories or contemplating the 
idea of remembrance, his work in a way creates a visual memento and becomes a reification 
of these memories. While most artists choose to use visual techniques like fading, blurring, or 
overlapping to give a sense of a elusive memory, to create visceral forms, or to explore the idea 
and nature of recollection, here the artist deals with a specific object and through that attempts 
to retain past events. It is not so much about the act of remembering, but more about giving 
memories a tangible presence. This kind of preservation can be likened to the works of Rachel 
Whiteread, who admittedly worked on a much larger scale, but essentially created ‘ghosts’ of 
buildings that were soon demolished, conserving and representing their essence in a kind of 
lingering monument, creating imprints of these spaces, much like Khan does.

Khan took to intricately painting the ruins of his childhood home when it was unexpectedly 
demolished by the authorities to make way for the Lyari Expressway. Childhood memories were 
reduced to bricks and mortar, rubble and dust, creating a sense of loss and displacement which
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the artist seeks to reconcile by reconstructing the structure brick by brick, layer by layer. So apart 
from becoming memory banks for the artist, the works also act as a way to deal with loss. These 
works are reminiscent of some of artist Risham Syed’s older series works Vaila K’vaila, which 
features a commissioned documentary of her grandfather’s house, soon to be demolished, 
and paints her mother sitting among the rubble enclosed by crumbling walls. The installation, 
which was displayed at the Gandhara Art-Space a couple of years ago, also features the artist’s 
grandmother’s wedding dress and a machine-made quilt depicting the façade of the now 
demolished home, talking about contemporary methods erasing personal and collective histories. 

Khan’s work, while touching upon similar themes, differs in the way it deals with sentimentality. 
Even though the artist talks about personal histories, there seems to be a certain detachment 
felt in the way the works are presented. While Syed portrays her mother within the demolished 
space, Khan remains on the outside, looking in. It appears almost documentative rather than 
emotive, devoid of personal signifiers; a mere means to preserve what no longer exists. The house 
becomes almost symbolic, a vessel to carry forth all the memories and experiences, a reminder 
of bygone days, yet remaining objective in its portrayal – almost a clinical archive. The artist 
himself talks about the distance he attempts to convey through layers of reality and imagination/
recollection fused together, as this space that was such a fundamental part of his life becomes 
inaccessible and foreign.

The artist recalls how his family was offered a fraction of the official value of the property as 
compensation for their abrupt removal, which they proceeded to challenge in court. However, 
in the middle of the proceedings, without warning, the neighbourhood was destroyed, with the 
families still waiting for the promised (unfair) recompense over a decade later. This backdrop to 
the works opens up a plethora of socio-political issues and widens the relevance and dialogue 
of the works, which can again be understood through Risham Syed’s Sorry for the Transient 
Inconvenience and her ‘postcards’ of Lahore. The uncontrolled, unchecked urbanization continues
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to expand the metropolis out of shape, in the process displacing and exploiting the very citizens 
it seeks to benefit. The very people who weave the fabric of the city end up being the ones 
who suffer at the hands of progress, while the landscape of the city that we call home becomes 
unrecognizable.

This brings to light another prominent theme in Khan’s work pertaining to the psychology of 
‘home’. One questions this intrinsic need for us human beings to belong, to have a space to own, 
to nest, to occupy, and to return to. It is not merely a roof over our heads or a warm bed that we 
require, but a space that can define us, as we set out to define it, and that consequentially comes 
to reflect who we are as people. One of the very first few questions we ask people we meet is, 
“where are you from,” as it helps create a better mental image of who they are. However, it is 
interesting that this question is very different from “where do you live”; the former interrogates 
personal histories and roots, while the latter is more of a geographical investigation.

A childhood home further has our formative experiences attached with it, and a certain emotional 
connection is retained with this space in later years. It becomes a source of nostalgia, reminding 
us of the people we used to be, the people we used to know, the things we used to do, and the 
feeling all of this invoked in us. So when one is asked where one is from, this tends to be the place 
one imagines, as the person one is today essentially emerged ‘from’ there. Korean sculptor Do-Ho 
Suh’s monumental work Rubbing/Loving looks at this strange significance of homes in our lives 
as he “explor[es] the often loaded psychology of physical space.. which revolves around the twin 
notions of home and displacement.” (‘Artist Do Ho Suh’s houses of memory’ by Julie L Belcove, 
Financial Times)

In the South Asian context, this ‘home’ extends beyond the place of residence, however, 
encompassing our surroundings and interactions, creating a strong sense of community and 
interconnectedness, which plays a vital role in shaping the psyche and our mindsets. There is a
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sense of familiarity with our environment that we as humans find comfort in. As author William 
S. Sax writes in one of his books, “people and the places where they reside are engaged in a 
continuing set of exchanges; they have determinate, mutual effects upon each other because they 
are part of a single, interactive system.” This is probably why in Khan’s work we do not just see his 
own home, but also others from his neighbourhood, as he recalls fond memories of playing in the 
streets. One can then better relate to the kind of anxiety that is caused by the loss of this space 
when it seizes to exist, and grasp the motivation behind the creation of the works as a space for 
these memories to endure in.

Yet, the concept of home can be stretched even beyond immediate surroundings. Much as the 
works act as a microcosm for the idea of displacement as a consequence of urbanization, the idea 
of ‘home’ can also be further extended from neighbourhoods to cities, as our daily routines and 
interactions bring us in contact with our locality and make them an important part of our lives. As 
the city is physically and temperamentally in a perpetual state of flux, this can also be a cause for 
physical displacement, as seen in Khan’s work, and indirect or emotional displacement, as seen 
in Syed’s lamentation of a loss of a sense of home in the constructions and rapid urbanization of 
Lahore.

The bittersweet twinge of nostalgia is familiar to most of us, and while we know time cannot 
be reversed, we still may relive the same feelings through an immersion into the same sensory 
stimuli, whether they are places, sounds, or smells. This is probably why the skeletal forms of 
destructed homes ring a particularly morbid and desolate note, as it connotes the death of 
even a second-hand interaction with those memories, an erasure of a lifetime of experiences. 
It is a gross magnification of the sense of displacement we feel when navigating an underpass 
under construction, dug up road and emerging structures of flyovers during our daily commute, 
aggressively altering the face of the city we call home.  

Nimra Khan





Muzammil Khan’s work speaks about the loss he had to face when his house in Karachi was 
demolished by the authorities due to the Lyari Expressway project in 2016. 

The loss, nonetheless, left a room for a new beginning for him as he captured those moments in 
his paintings. His visuals consist of bricks, stones, buildings and incorporate personal spaces from 
photographs he took as well as from his memory. Quoting Muzammil, “Once what was a whole 
structure, has now come down to bricks and stones. This explains the essence of my body of work 
in this exhibition”. 

Making each brick one by one, for Muzammil, his paintings are itself an act of reconstruction. 
His paintings are on multiple layers of wasli which not only adds beauty to his compositions but 
a totally different dimension to his creations. He talks about the distance, spaces and levels of 
memories through the layers. The open doors and windows invite the audience to imagine and 
explore. 

Born in Karachi, Pakistan in 1987, Muzammil Khan graduated with distinction from National 
College of Arts Lahore in 2017.
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