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Vestiges of a Bygone Era
By Nimra Khan 

The experiences and current realities of post-colonial nations cannot 
successfully be divorced from their histories, and this colonial baggage 
remains a latent influence on their present situation. In this way perhaps 
no colonial nation can be completely decolonized. While the advent of 
colonialism had more covert motivations embedded in capitalism, its 
effects were inevitably felt - and continue to be felt - in every facet of 
society, from culture and customs to politics and ideology.
 
Post-colonialism is a complex phenomenon, one that has been 
theorized and studied from a variety of perspectives by both Western 
and Eastern thinkers. Edward Said, in his book Orientalism, talks about 
the patronizing gaze of the Western Imperialists who saw the East as a 
homogenized orient, while overlooking the cultural diversity and social 
realities. This created an intellectual and psychological gap between the 
East and the West, and in turn facilitated a view of the East as a direct 
contradiction of the West; with the former being viewed as less culturally 
developed and uncivilized, in need of realignment to a progressive and 
rational Western way of thinking and living. This perspective allowed for 
the West to justify dominion and control of these oriental territories. 
Colonialism then, as Frantz Fanon posits, is as much about race, the 
West’s perception of itself as superior thus breeding an inferiority 
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complex within the colonized, who then begin to form their identity in 
relation to the European white man, and their customs are erased as 
they do not match with an imposed civilization alien to them1.
  
This inferiority complex and fractured sense of identity seems to have 
outlasted colonialism and attempts at decolonization, so that the effects 
of colonialism still pervade the cultural and social structures of our 
post-colonial nation. It forms a part of our history, interrupts and hijacks 
it, and thus forms a part of our present as well, perhaps in ways that 
we might not even perceive or fathom on any overt level, and thus we 
cannot be separated from it. Asif Ahmed’s works look at this extensive 
period in history when British dominance was at its peak, revealing the 
precise moments when this sense of inferiority was ingrained and an 
entire people’s attitudes and self-perceptions were skewed through 
systematic maneuvers and exploitative and abusive practices by the 
colonizers.
 
Asif Ahmed’s practice uses the technique of miniature painting for 
political commentary articulated through a historical lens. A lingering 
tradition in a state of revival, its former glory put through contemporary 
interpretations and its defining characteristics all but erased, serves as 
an apt medium to portray the ideas Ahmed seeks to present. However, 
the current series displays a shift towards drawing instead, appropriating 
old photographs from the British Raj to point at the complex power 
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dynamics between the colonizer and the colonized, and the lasting implications that these moments frozen in time signify. This body 
of works springs from two previous pieces that the artist points to, All is Fair in War and Love and Bygone Memories, both present 
interventions upon prints of historical photographs and reveal the complex ways in which the resources of an entire region were 
exploited.
 
In the current series the artist instead chooses to recreate these photographs with specific points of focus that emphasize certain 
themes and ideas that form his discourse. The sepia washes upon which the graphite drawings appear is meant to provide a sense of 
antiquity and nostalgia of a bygone era, withering in memory yet still maintaining a firm hold on the present. Selective representation 
and zoomed-in focus together with aptly chosen titles direct the audience’s attention to the understanding of these images. What was 
once meant to document the glory of an empire is instead used to deconstruct and dismantle its lingering power.
 
The Khidmatgaar / Servant series focuses on a particular aspect of colonialism, revealing the ways in which the self-aggrandizement 
and ideas of superiority of the West manifested itself in the exploitation of the local population for their own luxuries. This derogatory 
treatment has its roots in racialism and has lasting implications on the perceptions of self of the colonized, creating a sense of ‘othering’. 
This is where one can see the ideas that Fanon talks about most clearly, to witness the birth of the inferiority complex that haunts our 
nation till today. These images then can be seen as root causes for current attitudes, specific instances when these complexes emerged, 
displaying a subjugation of a nation and their treatment as inferiors, as servants and servers, and the power disparities thus created.
 
Works such as Koh-e-Noor and Medal of Honor look at two different kinds of exploitation of resources used to serve specific agendas 
of the Imperial power. The former focuses on the famed diamond, one of the largest in the world, which originated in the subcontinent 
and was arguably a property of the region, but was ceded to Queen Victoria upon the conquest of Punjab in 1849 and now forms part 
of the British Crown Jewels. This apparent looting of a nation’s wealth somehow becomes acceptable under the umbrella of colonialism, 
and remains uncontested to this day. The latter, however, looks at human resources and how the very lives of the colonized people were 
gambled away to further the Crown’s military ambitions. Countless Indian soldiers lost their lives fighting for the British in the Great 
Wars - wars that were not theirs and which they did not understand or stand to gain from, and their names and that of their country 
bears not even a mention in the pages of history. The image of a white man pinning a ‘badge of honor’ on an Indian soldier’s chest then 
comes laced with irony and cynicism.



In other works, such as the Risaaldaar series, we see the other side 
of the coin, where colonial subjects are given ranks and recruited into 
positions of respect, a backhanded gesture meant to pacify the ‘other’ 
in order for greater and more effective control over the population. 
Risaaldaar is a rank in the Indian and Pakistani armies, given to the 
commander of a risala2, which was originally created for the British 
Indian Army, for the Viceroy’s commissioned officers. Ahmed quotes 
the Mutiny of 1857 as an example here, where many Indians sided 
with the colonizers against their own people, becoming black sheep 
or traitors to their own people in exchange for favors, positions, titles 
and territories. This illusion of power and rank became an effective 
strategy; and paradoxically subjugated a nation. A large portion of the 
local ruling class thus became pawns in the larger game and facilitated 
the takeover for near-sighted self-interest, while the common man was 
set to suffer. Here Ahmed removes faces from the photographs to focus 
on the uniform itself as the object of desire and instrument of control. 
‘Facial features betray identities and distract from the central idea. It 
is not about who these men are in particular, it is about what they and 
their uniforms signify,’ says Ahmed.
 
Ahmed views 1857 as the time when the roots of resentment were 
laid, and the divisions that later manifested in a more overt sense 
led to animosities between ethnicities and religions to the ultimate 
breakup of the subcontinent were first felt. Consequently, with the 
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implementation of the strategy of divide and rule the colonizers 
gained a more firm hold over the subcontinent and became 
involved in its governance in a more direct way. This idea is 
discussed in the subtleties of the End of an Era series. Here the 
artist once again uses the photograph of Mirza Jawan Bakht, 
the son of Bahadur Shah Zafar; this time a thin red streak runs 
across his neck representing the violence that officially ended the 
Mughal era ‘for good’ and established British dominancy. After 
the emperor was deposed the prince, along with his brothers, was 
promised safe passage out of the danger zone, but was caught and 
murdered by a British Commander and hung for all to see - put on 
display to set an example. End of an Era 1 talks about similar ideas 
with a British Officer posing with a child in Mughal attire, almost 
hinting at the snatching of power from the hands of the youth.

However, in its explorations of historical events and subjects and 
the height of British supremacy, these works also seem to be 
analogous to the present. Ahmed agrees that there are parallels 
with current global politics and the exploitation of resources and 
manpower and uneven power relations with the West still exist. 
According to Marxist theory, colonialism was only a phase in 
the larger Imperialist agenda of a globalized form of capitalism3. 
While colonialism more directly attempted to occupy territories 
and exploit resources for capitalist gains today we see that post-
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colonial nations are not entirely free of their colonizers who 
continue to enjoy influence over their economies, politics, 
cultures, societies and ideologies4. Jean Paul Satre discusses 
this phenomenon in his controversial book, Colonialism and 
Neo-colonialism in relation to French involvement in Algeria 
beyond independence.
 
With the extent to which the economies and politics of 
post-colonial and developing nations are currently exploited 
and influenced by Imperialist powers like the USA in order 
to serve their own capitalist agenda and improve their place 
in the global economy, it becomes clear that the idea of 
post-colonialism is debatable5. The world is instead in a new 
age of Imperialism, or neo-colonialism, where even in the 
context of cultural production, the idea of globalism covertly 
threatens to engulf diverse cultures and replace them with a 
homogenized ‘global’ culture and ideology that is suspiciously 
Western, seen as a ‘progressive’ or ‘civilized’ way of life. That 
is perhaps why post-colonial nations still struggle to define 
their identity and derive their own origins from a seized, 
rearranged, transplanted and erased history. Ahmed’s work, 
while talking about a more direct form of colonialism that 
our ancestors have suffered through, also bears relevance 
to this idea of Imperialism that continues today. ‘I see these 

Where the sun never sets, 2018
Graphite, watercolor & tea stains on paper, 66 x 51 cm



Something is in the air, 2018
Graphite & watercolor on paper, 66 x 107 cm



situations as parallels in our current context as well. These images 
are old but they are also talking about current politics. There is 
Western dominance and influence right now as well, whether its art, 
literature, or dialogue in any field. These images become metaphors 
and symbols which reflect a phenomena that still exists today.’
 
Despite the dismantling of an empire and its power structures, and 
the decline of its glory, independence from colonial rule was perhaps 
just a superficial gesture while the structures of control remained 
in place, and our post-colonial nation still struggles through 
imbalanced power relations with the West, the seeds of which were 
sown hundreds of years ago.

1Fanon, Frantz, Black Skin, White Mask, Pluto Press, 2008, Originally published by Editions      
 de Seuil, France, 1952 as Peau Noire, Masques Blanc, p. 83

2Persian word for mounted troops

3Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A Reader, edited and introduced by Patrick 
 Williams and Laura Chrisman, Routledge, 2013 (first published in 1993 by Pearson 
 Education Limited), p. 2.
 
4Ibid, p. 3
 
5Ibid.
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Asif Ahmed was born in Karachi, Pakistan in 1980. He graduated with a distinction in Miniature Painting from National College of Arts, 
Lahore, in 2004. Ahmed was awarded the esteemed ‘Ustad Haji Sharif Award’ for the best miniature artist from the batch of 2004.

The artist has participated in a number of solo and group shows within Pakistan. He has also participated in numerous international 
shows and art fairs held in France, Oman, Morocco, India, UK, Japan, Dubai, Singapore, Switzerland, Beirut and U.S.A. His work has 
been auctioned at the Sotheby’s in London and Saffron Art, India. Ahmed lives and works in Karachi. From Dawn to Dusk is Asif 
Ahmed’s fifth solo show. 

The context of my art practice has always been the exploration of visual history of the region. The recent body of work speaks about 
the British Raj through detailed drawings that reflect on the faded traces of the subcontinent’s iconic history. Appropriated images 
from the colonial photographs are a central theme of my practice and the connections between the photographs are a means to 
recall the pain, loss, sacrifices and the deprivation of the region.

The graphite drawings with a tint of water color and tea stains are meant to showcase a particular time period whereas the borrowed 
photographs from the pages of British Colonial Raj represent the picture of bygone memories and ruins of the majestic empire.

Biography

Artist’s Statement



Publisher
Sanat  Publications

F-39-1/A, Block IV, Clifton 
Karachi, Pakistan 

 
Printer 

The Times Press (Private) Limited

A level of color inaccuracy is to be expected when images are viewed onscreen and in print version in the catalogue.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form or by any means without the prior permission in writing of 
the publisher.

This publication accompanies the exhibition




