


I’m so exceptional I’m optimous, 2018
Acrylic on canvas, fiberglass frame, 120 x 90 cm



Untitled Legs, 2018
Acrylic on canvas, fiberglass frame, 120 x 90 cm

Twelve small notes on Sophia Balagamwala
(that can be read in random order)

I
There is not really a satisfactory English word to 
describe the expression. The nose is long in this 
one. It’s dark in the studio, low-lit. The nose 
belongs to a gentleman, the eyes are closed, his 
shoulder –he only has one- has an epaulette stuck 
on it. The picture is vibrantly colored but looks 
rather subdued due to the light. The only thing that 
shines in the room is the frame, the picture’s flora 
design frame that is either blue or pink and seems 
to be cast in plastic. To say that the frame looks 
horrible, then funny and then a perfect fit is a 
paradox in three quarters.

II
Plasticity is taken much much further in the 
sculpture. Misshaped crusty objects stand on wobbly 
legs. Their pastel colors as lurid as the frames, 
their pitted surface look like frozen play dough 
from afar. 

III
Of all the painters in the world I am thinking about 
Lucian Freud after visiting Balagamwala’s studio for 
the first time. Mostly because of a thing he said. In 
the middle of a very rare written statement Freud 
proclaims “In order to have what is called bad taste 
one should have a sense of poetry.”

IV
Sophia Balagamwala is a painter both of paradox and 
bad taste.



NO NO NO NO NO, 2018
Acrylic on canvas, fiberglass frame, 120 x 90 cm

Mooch Number Seven, 2018
Acrylic on canvas, fiberglass frame, 120 x 90 cm



VIII
The humor, the nonsensical are easier to catch in 
the pictures. The almost musical way black line dart 
and pounce to make heads and bodies, The naming 
of names as games in the titles, sometimes a man 
lifts up an eye or two, the shabby way uniforms are 
built up. The twist on the gilded frame builds on 
Balagamwala’s black comedy. To use a grandiose funny 
looking frame and to place a man - the way that he 
is in Balagamwala’s world, potato-faced, animal 
men - in it is a sly takedown on the conventions of 
frames in art history.

IX
Some painters walk on eggshells. Balagamwala may 
have a very loose expressionistic style of painting, 
the figure and background extremely flat filled with 
intense colors, but only this can’t hold a picture 
together. Assuming that Balagamwala starts and stops 
and repaints several times over, she has to get the 
feel right. A certain push and pull is at play that 
a line, a mark will start to register – a nose, a 
moustache, the edge of a hat – a living being. Not 
only is this a conundrum but also the fact that in 
the business of being crude Balagamwala knows that 
for a picture to succeed it has to feel exact. It is 
central to way she paints a picture.

X
For a thing to feel exact does not mean that it is 
necessarily thought out in advance. Some painters 
walk back and forth towards the canvas to look if 

V
In 1978, critic and curator Marcia Tucker organizes 
an exhibition featuring fourteen American artists. 
She’s inspired not only by them but an Italian 
academic Renato Poggioli who publishes a book called 
The Theory of the Avant-garde and which Tucker 
extensively quotes in her catalog essay. Here is 
a passage from the book: “Unlike beauty, which is 
conceived of as unique and absolute, classicism 
contemplates the ugly as multiple and relative, the 
imperfect, the exaggerated, the disproportioned, 
the grotesque, the monstrous.” Tucker calls the 
exhibition “Bad painting.” 

VI
Painting, bad painting - the primitive, the crude, 
the self imagined - was here long before 1978. Its 
documented majority, its interesting majority, is 
mostly filled with eccentric Englishmen and kooky 
Americans. There are only two other Pakistani 
painters I know of, excluding Balagamwala, who play 
the same game consistently, Quddus Mirza and Rabeya 
Jalil.

VII
Much, much later I am struck by another peculiar 
similarity. Freud in late career is obsessed 
with full length nudes, majority of them women, 
portraying what he called “the whole human animal.” 
Balagamwala is obsessed with profiles and three 
quarters and men, albeit clothed.



UFFF, 2018
Acrylic and foam clay on canvas, fiberglass frame, 90 x 120 cm



Untitled, 2018
Foam clay, velvet, wood, Variable

it’s working, some put on paint for a few hours 
each day and wait for the next day to scrap or put 
on some more. Some painters sit in a chair and let 
a mark tell them where to go next. In essence, it 
is problem solving that’s occurring, the canvas as 
tension.

XI
Clement Greenberg was pretty astute when it came 
to Pollock. “After painting a show, say 15, 20, 30 
pictures, he would stop painting for weeks or even 
months and then start painting again. He never said 
this, but I could see that during the layoffs he got 
rid of his mannerisms such as they were if they were 
mannerisms.”

Painters don’t really change, they make progress. 
The humor in Balagamwala’s titles has spilled over 
into word paintings. Boots don’t just appear in 
the show’s title, they make an appearance both 
in a wonderfully painted thin set of legs and an 
installation. The figures have grown somber. The most 
poignant is a picture of a man with a very long 
phallus-like nose, he’s trapped in a frame very 
different from the others and his epaulette has 
started to disappear.

XII
Balagamwala’s biggest paradox is her contradiction. 
I don’t believe that Balagamwala just paints 
dictators in children’s clothing or that the frame 
is only there to make fun of its grandiosity, its 
value as power. “Russay howay hein” is the right 



There’s no one quite like you, 2018
Acrylic on canvas, fiberglass frame, 120 x 90 cm 

expression for the men, the ones on their sides, the 
ones with their eyes closed. As much as there is a 
certain glee apparent in their making and tremendous 
skill to push the point - with their hats, their 
big moustaches, their pointy noses, their rough 
epaulettes encased in ab surd frames – many viewers 
will point fingers and laugh, but there is a certain 
disquiet,  a certain brutality lurking beneath the 
surface, I am stuck at this, at that expression, I 
can’t laugh.

Painting isn’t just a conscious act. As much as 
Balagamwala is cruel to these men, their expressions 
- her unconscious - dictate to her that they are 
also misunderstood.  

Ali Sultan



Ask me no questions I’ll tell you no lies, 2018
Acrylic on canvas, fiberglass frame, 90 x 150 cm



States of Irreverence

Artists in the 21st Century find themselves in a 
unique position. They have unmatched access to 
all of art history at their disposal. They also 
have access to the re-imaginings of contemporary 
discourse almost as instantly as they are thought. 
This positionality enables them to stretch 
their practice towards uncharted realms. Sophia 
Balagamwala is an artist aware of her position. In 
fact, she relishes in it.

Whatever else is said of painting’s allegedly 
outmoded existence and capitalist tendencies, the 
medium itself is incredibly versatile and retains 
elasticity. It is receptive to all forms of 
influence, visual and otherwise, and has the ability 
to transform in response to these influences. This 
is why the history of painting has seen the medium 
periodically reinvent itself (which also renders the 
medium perennially viable). Contemporary artists 
continue to hold it up against the needs of the 
time, and offer up delightful new discoveries. 

Sophia Balagamwala considers the historical genre of 
portrait painting in a fresh new way. 

Portraiture used to be the domain of the state, 
and artists were patronized by aristocracies to 
depict themselves and their lineage for the world 
to remember them by. The paintings were curated to 
depict power and wealth; jewels, velvet and lace, 
crowns, armour, and military accolades symbolized 

That’s All Folks, 2018
Acrylic and foam sealant on canvas, 150 x 120 cm



the status of those depicted. These paintings often 
also contained valuable pigments colonized from 
exotic parts of the world. They were large and 
expensive to make, affordable only by those who 
ruled kingdoms and coffers. Everything about the way 
these paintings were made elicited the reverence of 
a subject for a queen. The message was clear: the 
depicted figure was worthy of iconography.

Balagamwala is aware of portrait painting’s 
potential for myth-making and memorialising, and she 
is unafraid to subvert it. Her dexterity and shrewd 
understanding of painting’s formal concerns enables 
her to impact the way her work is experienced. She 
draws figures with exaggerated features morphing into 
animal horns, beaks, and fruit in a quirky medley 
of associations. Even when the figures retain their 
human form, their proportions feel presumptuous. In 
one painting, the notion of a canvas stretching out 
to accomodate a two feet long nose is absurd, as is 
the frame length which must accompany it. The extent 
of these exaggerations turns idiosyncrasies into 
mockeries. There is no reverence in the depictions 
here, and the only seriousness feels that of the 
need for play.

The mostly atonal pastel palette of these paintings 
also contains irony. Historically royal markers such 
as the precious blue pigment of lapis lazuli are 
traded in for the colors of industrial plastics and 
cheap children’s tools; so bright and loud there is 
no room for the subtle grace of stateliness. The 
frames containing these paintings have matching

Mooch Number Eight, 2018
Acrylic on canvas, fiberglass frame, 120 x 90 cm



palettes to boot. Once, these beautifully engraved, 
ornamental frames were gilded symbols of power and 
money, built to fit the elegance within them. But 
now, they have been repainted into gaudy aesthetic 
faux pas, begging of the figures depicted: Who are 
these strange characters, or rather caricatures, 
making dubious aesthetic choices and spending money 
in all the wrong places? If these portraits are the 
imaginations of their figures, then the imaginations 
are that of self-righteous and obnoxious men who, as 
the lords of their own myths, become spectacles for 
us to behold.

Another important aspect of Balagamwala’s paintings 
is their flatness. Flatness as a concept in 20th 
Century modern painting was the domain of serious 
abstraction and of the contemporary avant-garde. 
It was the means to do away with depiction of any 
kind, and instead use flat, solid shapes of color 
to create forms on a canvas. Through flatness, the 
subject of exploration within painting shifted from 
the depicted image to the very surface of the canvas 
that paint, and later other materials, were applied 
to. The spatiality of the picture plane was enough; 
anything haptic was superfluous. To date, flatness 
is associated with contemporary life, and the 
associations keep shifting based on the times. We 
can relate ideas of the digital landscape and design 
to flatness in painting, and all of this regenerates 
painting with new ideas, modes of working, and 
forms. Negotiating flatness has historically played a 
vital role in reinventing painting, and continues to 
do so even today.

Ode to Mr C., 2018
Acrylic on canvas, fiberglass frame, 120 x 90 cm



Balagamwala has also negotiated flatness in her 
painting practice. In her case, flatness relates 
to her interest in children’s illustration. Upon 
a visit to her studio, one necessarily finds a Dr 
Seuss book laid out on a table, or a rare edition of 
an early Warhol book of illustrations. Balagamwala 
engages illustrations with the same scrutiny and 
criticality as she does painting. After all, the 
two are closely related, and differ only in their 
methodology of embodying form. Considered in terms 
of flatness, they are nearly the same, since the 
picture plain lives unchanged whether it hosts a 
painting or an illustration. However, illustration, 
especially children’s illustration, enjoys a greater 
quality of access than does painting. The presence 
of illustration in our lives is ubiquitous and 
taken for granted, and rarely identified as an art 
form in need of examination. Balagamwala takes from 
illustration this apparently accessible form, its 
spatiality of comfort, and plasticity of colour, and 
unleashes them into the language of painting. She 
simulates naiveté and harmlessness to benefit from 
their openness.

Formally, the paintings seem fast paced and 
immediate due to their simplicity of form. Upon 
scrutiny, their immediacy is subverted by irony and 
satire, slowly revealing their full implication. 
Even as the visual cues of military accolades, 
Jinnah caps, facial hair, and self-righteous 
expressions suggest that these are Important People, 
other formal cues suggest the opposite. This leads 
us to the understanding that perhaps they are the

Supreme Leader, 2017
Acrylic on canvas, fiberglass frame, 120 x 90 cm



only ones who consider themselves important. The 
game of heroes deserving cult-worship turns into 
one of inflated egos evoking little sympathy. These 
paintings are delightfully generous when one stays 
with them, even if their plasticity might try to 
convince us otherwise.

By allowing painting to approach avenues not 
traditionally associated with painting, Balagamwala 
has appropriated the form to suit the needs of 
her expression. The power of her paintings lies 
in their disarming appearance, and in not knowing 
how seriously we’re supposed to take them. Even 
then, they are incredibly self aware of their own 
subversions. A painter who manipulates the form of 
painting so knowingly is a very serious painter 
indeed.

Fiza Khatri

BIG MEN WEAR REALLY BIG SHOES, 2018
Acrylic and foam clay on canvas, fiberglass frame, 58 x 48 cm



Biography 

b. 1987, Karachi, Pakistan

Sophia Balagamwala is an artist, illustrator and 
curator based in Karachi. She has a BA from the 
University of Toronto and an MFA from Cornell 
University. She has worked in a curatorial capacity 
at the Citizens Archive of Pakistan since 2011, and 
is currently the Lead Curator for National History 
Museum at the Greater Iqbal Park, Lahore.

Her works explore the space where history meets 
fiction and nonsense. She is interested in how 
stories are constructed, in particular, the myths of 
national heroes and national histories. 

Silent Treatment, 2018
Acrylic on canvas, fiberglass frame, 120 x 145 cm
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