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Untitled 1, 2018
Oil on canvas, 123 x 91 cm



 The Complexity of  Social Interactions in Pakistani Society Nimra Khan 

Growing up in any typical household in Pakistani society means being acutely aware of  one’s own physicality in relation to space, and 
especially in relation to the opposite sex. The ways in which most communities from various sections of  society are structured places a taboo 
on excessive mingling of  the sexes, which is so deeply ingrained from childhood that it forms a part of  our psyche and identity. While in some 
households this is subtly felt in everyday interactions, in more conservative spaces it is more overtly present in customs and traditions, where 
genders are directly separated in public and private spaces.
 
The mindset that develops as a result is one that demonizes sexuality and extra-marital relationships to the extent that even harmless and 
innocent interactions can be painted with sexual undertones. One is thus consciously aware of  words and actions and the ways in which they 
can be construed, specifically if  one happens to be a woman. However, human sexuality is not something that can be simply eradicated, and 
its suppression merely results in an even greater fascination with it, and it instead gets pushed into the shadows and hidden away. A tense 
environment thus emerges with a degree of  confusion and complex emotions attached to certain otherwise normal experiences, and one’s 
natural urges become laced with a mix of  lust, desire, fear, guilt and frustration.
 
It is this mental space that Saddam Khan Murad’s latest body of  work encapsulates. Growing up in Swat, Pakistan he was exposed to a 
conservative patriarchal society where separation of  the genders was common. With a keen eye for his surroundings, he uses his works to 
portray his observations of  society, specifically themes of  race, gender, privacy, and the complexity of  male-female interactions. While the 
works bring these taboo interactions to the fore, the obscure presentation alludes to their hidden nature, with visuals that contain a level of  
ambiguity. The canvases thus at once are a depiction of  society, and a challenge to it. While the figures are painted in realism, the monotone 
color palette and fragmented application of  the paint creating a cubist appeal tames it into semi-abstraction, creating a visual that fuses the 
subject into its environment, opening it up to multiple narrative threads. 

The artist achieves this visual effect by creating a rough textured surface upon his canvas and applying paint through a layer of  gauze, which 
results in an uneven application and a patched appearance. The image essentially becomes filtered, and what we see on the canvas is a kind of  
veiled truth, representing remnants of  subconscious memories and a culmination of  experiences of  the artist pieced together in a critique of  
his surroundings. The sense of  ambiguity created by the fragmented imagery also alludes to the sense of  confusion created in social interactions 
between men and women, where emotions and desires cannot be clearly expressed. The image becomes convoluted, and while one can distinctly 
make out the human form and most of  its detail, it remains between representation and abstraction, providing a sense of  the image yet making 
it difficult to differentiate it from the space and environment that surrounds it. 



In this, one can see the notions of  privacy in relation to our bodies that the artist talks about, in a way challenging it through the brazen nude 
depictions of  male and female bodies standing in defiance. Even as the audience intrudes on private moments of  vulnerability, the subjects 
don’t appear to be uncomfortable. There seems to be a subtle questioning of  the concept of  shame attached to the body and its primal 
desires. The process that the artist employs further adds an invisible barrier between private and public, subject and observer, the gauze 
almost acting as a window screen through which the audience can pry, their vision obscured and not readily discernable. 

Here one is also struck by the ways in which the notion of  privacy operates for both genders, especially in works where the male and female 
body appears side by side in the same space. The nude male form remains less controversial than the female nude, even as both are not 
sexualized or idealized. Ingrained societal norms dictate the considerations of  privacy for men and women as vastly different, both in the ways 
their bodies are viewed by society and the consequences both face when these barriers are lifted.   

This visual ambiguity also gives rise to yet another critique, also present in Saddam’s previous works. His commentary on patriarchy made use 
of  this visual device, assimilating the female form into the backdrop, leaving her presence barely seen or felt. Here this can be applied to the 
human form in general, which is seen as a product of  its environment, almost at one with it, but never of  more import. It brings attention 
to the ways in which the individual is erased in favor of  societal interests, as we carry societal values within us and try our best to uphold 
them through our actions, in turn stifling our own needs and desires. It becomes difficult to demarcate the boundaries between the self  and 
the environment, and one can barely make out where one ends and the other begins. The human becomes somewhat inferior, diffused, 
insignificant, melding into the background unable to assert his prominence.   

It is not just the interaction of  the body with space that creates intrigue in these works, however. As multiple bodies interact with each other, 
entangled and overlapped to create a jumble of  limbs, there is a sense of  discomfort created. This physical interaction seems to reference 
social interactions where both sexes struggle to exist comfortably within the same space, and make sense of  the relationships that emerge. 
Although the artist refrains from referring to it directly and claims it was not part of  his thought process, there is a latent sexuality in some 
of  the works present in the subtle undercurrents. It exists in the closeness of  the bodies, the postures and angles, looming in the spaces in 
between yet not directly addressed, in this way mimicking real life. 

The resulting visual in each painting in a way then becomes the emotional and psychological essence of  physical and social interactions, an 
insight into the parallel mental spaces that exist alongside them. They are ambiguous and hidden, with a sense of  uncertainty, perched at a 
thin line between fear and desire, pleasure and discomfort, illustrating the majority of  our everyday lived experiences in a conservative society.



Right: Untitled 3 (diptych), 2018
Oil on canvas, 122 x 183 cm

Left: Untitled 2, 2018
Oil on canvas, 132 x 91 cm





Untitled 4, 2018
Oil on canvas, 132 x 61 cm

Untitled 5, 2018
Oil on canvas, 213 x 107 cm

Untitled 6, 2018
Oil on canvas, 183 x 91 cm



Untitled 7 (diptych), 2018
Oil on canvas, 61 x 112 cm





Right: Untitled 9, 2018
Oil on canvas, 122 x 91 cm

Left: Untitled 8 (diptych), 2018
Oil on canvas, 122 x 183 cm



Right: Untitled 11, 2018
Oil on canvas, 76 x 122 cm

Left: Untitled 10, 2018
Oil on canvas, 132 x 86 cm





Much of  the thought behind Saddam Khan Murad’s work stems 
from early experiences of  having grown up in the tribal areas of  
Swat, Pakistan and the politics that surround the region today. 

Visually, he translates this by creating fragmented figurative and 
abstract scenes, often painted in a dark monochromatic palette. 
Playing with ideas of  privacy and intimacy, Saddam positions bodies 
close to each other, heightening silence, and portraying the physical 
emotions of  vulnerability and desire. 

Born and raised in Swat, he graduated with a degree in Political 
Science from Government College Mingora, Swat and subsequently 
joined National College of  Arts Lahore in 2013 from where he 
obtained a degree in Fine Arts with majors in Painting in 2017. 
Saddam currently lives and works in Lahore. 






