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Art students are reared on a diet of images of females dating from antiquity 
right up to the present. The many goddesses, Venuses, odalisques, and models 
are the subject of devotees, worshipers, voyeurs, and collectors. The ‘female’ 
is helplessly interpreted through filters of belief, desire, awe and occasional 
empathy.  These filters have slowly come to be challenged in our times, 
and many have come to grief as women artists have taken apart accepted 
frameworks. Essences have emerged as the makers deviate from the dominant 
gaze.

Farazeh Syed has come to this place after a long and arduous journey. 
Constructing a fresh gaze has not come easy - and she is unforgiving to herself: 
the subject, the viewed and the viewer. Taking her cue from well known art 
historical references, she manipulates spatial relations and recasts her palette 
to hint at mysterious stories. These are stories only half revealed, deftly 
executed, with assurance and confidence. This is a staging post in an enduring 
romance with the process of painting and exploration of the inner universe.

Salima Hashmi, 2017



The boot, 2017
Acrylic and chalk on canvas, 122x91 cm



Hold my hand to hold myself, 2017
Acrylic on canvas, 91x122 cm







Stemming from my contextual interest in art historical representation of the 
feminine, the current body of work is a reinterpretation of stereo typical 
aesthetic/cultural notions about ‘woman’, the female body and beauty. 
Woman has historically been ‘imagined’, objectified, and stereo typed in art, 
with gender specific connotations of a passive and submissive identity. The 
woman is present but always as a visual/symbolic metaphor for sensuality and 
eroticism; a powerless, available object; and the narrative, the vision is always 
that of the dominant male. Such imagery serves not only to represent but 
reinforce the ideology of male dominance over women. This work, therefore, 
is an attempt at raising questions about identity, gender roles and power 
dynamics.

The series titled ‘Re-imagining the imagined’ is very much subjective - a self 
portrait. It is based on personal experiences and perception of self as a woman, 
constantly negotiating and recreating my identity and space in personal/social 
life. The narrative, of course, has woven into it the lives of other women too - 
their stories, personal histories and experiences. ‘Woman’ being the thematic 
concern and subject of the work, is portrayed as ‘real’, a ‘human being’ 
primarily, as opposed to an imagined, eroticized object. The objective is to 
turn the male gaze on its head and represent woman as an ‘individual’ with 
emotional and intellectual strength, owning her person, body and sexuality. 
Through my work, I strive to create autonomous female spectatorship 
independent of patriarchal values - a spectatorship where women identify 
and relate with the subject, and, are intellectually inspired to reinterpret their 
reality/identity from a woman’s perspective.

The inspiration for aesthetic and conceptual content in my work is derived 
largely from the ancient relief sculptures of Khajurao temples in India. The 
sculptures’ conceptual content endorses female sexuality and freedom to 
express/exercise that sexuality, by depicting robust women, equally active and 
passionate in sexual acts, instead of being passive, inert recipients of male 
sexual desire. The aesthetic content of the reliefs in relation to form, figuration 
and facial features appeals to me, as it is an aesthetic one is genetically, 
culturally and historically familiar with. Consequently, I intentionally paint dark 
skinned women as it is a reality one can relate to. Also, it challenges established 
conventions about beauty. Using paint and mixed media, I use both semi-
translucent and opaque layering to create the illusion of depth and a rich visual 
and perceptual experience. The making/process of my work is instinctive and 
impulse and inner vision take the lead and evolve meaning, freeing the subject 
matter from concerns of genre, content and its original context.

Farazeh Syed, 2017
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The mirror of life

If you see a female sitting at a café, sipping tea, talking to others; a woman 
looking at goods in a shopping mall, waiting to be served at a jewellery shop, 
browsing inside a bookstore, or queuing to board a plane; driving a car, walking 
in a park, or cradling her kid; you won’t gather her story, though you may 
guess something about her personality. When we come across fellow human 
beings at ordinary locations we do not know of their past incidents, present 
involvements or future aspirations. Only when we start conversing with them, 
their personalities - simple, strong, complex, convoluted, dark, odd, obvious, 
benign, bright or just boring - begin to unfold in front of ourselves.

This mystery is revealed, or the background is unfurled through a simple 
device: words. Language is employed by creative individuals to construct 
imaginary beings in such a detail and convincing tone, that we tend to believe 
that there existed a young man in St Petersburg who killed an old woman, his 
landlady; once there was a minor official who was persecuted in Prague before 
being sentenced. Or a young French woman was bored with her marriage 
and sought other relationships. There is a long list of – and perpetually added 
into these - fictional characters who seem more real than the people of flesh 
and bones; because latter leave the planet after seventy, eighty, ninety or one 
hundred years here; but former occupy our mind for years, and will continue to 
do so, because these bring forth aspects which are usually hidden or unknown 
to an ordinary person. A great piece of literature indicates a new way of seeing 
ourselves while we are looking at others: names in the books.

In the works of visual arts too, an artist paints, sculpts, draws or photographs a 
person, but while doing so he/she is not describing appearances. A real artist 
through his/her pictorial intelligence provides us a passage to fathom another 
being and identify with that person. In fact, making art is like manufacturing a 
mirror - a glazed surface -  in which through others, we are able to recognize 
ourselves. And like mirrors of varying levels and quality, artworks too offer a 
range of/in representation. In some the interaction is so strong that a person 
finds his/her own self reflected through someone else, but in a few the image 
is distorted, diffused, and confused.

However, artists, or other creative persons, do not always present different 
characters. Often they focus on themselves and communicate their ideas 
through their own self. Many a times in literature you find first person singular 
narrative (even if it is a flight of fantasy - like in Timbuktu by Paul Auster, in 
which the narrator is a dog!). But even if focusing on one’s true identity or 
as someone else, a creative personality is capable to communicate concepts 
about life, time, world, history, pleasure, gender, difference, identity, misery 
and death. All that is seen in the works of Farazeh Syed. Her paintings are all 
autobiographical (but is there a work of art, or a piece of literature which is 
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not?), with women in different settings, situations, and environments.

Syed during her post-graduate Degree Show at NCA (2015) presented a number 
of works with female figures engaged in various chores or postures; but her 
new work is about something more than merely rendering of women. Mainly, 
because it is herself in the guise of the ‘Other’. In her recent paintings women 
emerge in different schemes. In continuation of her Degree Show canvases, 
some females are painted in amazing shades of turquoise, blues, greens, and 
red – ingredients to prepare a visually acceptable picture. These paintings 
are constructed with a greater thought about the role and representation 
of females in a composite culture which is not confined to one’s immediate 
geography.

Thus, in this group of paintings, the artist has developed her imagery, as is 
always seen through art history. Now it is needless to restate that art history 
mostly - and mainly - is a manly account of ideas, acts, values and aspirations. 
In the past women were mostly portrayed as an emblem of beauty, spirituality, 
and complexity beyond regional demarcations. A mother figure from Sumer 
would be as ‘true’ as the female figurine from the Indus Valley Civilization and 
from a Germanic or Nordic tribe. All these bring forth the aspect of the feminine 
in terms of her role, presence and contribution as an essential component 
of community. A status that in some way bestowed her some supernatural 
capabilities/characteristics. In the art of Farazeh Syed, a number of female 
figures are next to symbolic references: drawn from Renaissance and other 
phases of art history. But mostly it is the artist who selects and incorporates 
these segments in such a way that a monkey next to a maiden, a woman beside 
her alter-ego wearing a mask, a reclining figure with fruits under her arm and 
the suggestion of landscape (from Medieval and early Renaissance periods) 
convey a strong pictorial language in which female characters are composed 
with a complexity that unearths their link with a tradition, no matter if it is 
from east or west; because in both cultures – despite of their different modes 
- women were not perceived as independent (or free) individuals. They were 
expected to perform certain tasks and oblige their duties in relation to their 
situations.

Some of the paintings by Syed successfully suggest that scenario in which a 
woman is part of a backdrop. The artist translates a physical location into a 
constructed situation which reminds of many scenes and references from art 
history (art history being an authentic raison d’être). These canvases offer 
the artist a mastery in depicting her subject (mainly herself) in connection to 
elements – tree with fruits; segment of an old picture with a man, an infant 
and a pet dog; odalisque figure with monkey at the back and tropical plants; a 
woman with another female holding a mask and vegetation in the backdrop, 
are more or less acceptable arrangements in terms of art aesthetics. Because 
on many levels, women are engaged in tasks which are permissible into the
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aesthetics of the art world.

Farazeh Syed opted for another course. In her latest works, women are not 
composed - comfortably placed to denote how men wanted them to be a 
piece of beauty (notwithstanding the delightful way of her painting figures 
and backgrounds) - but appear as independent characters almost in relation 
or competition with their male counterparts. Women in, or with riding shoes, 
hunting rifles, holding a glass container that - to some extent symbolises a 
woman’s body. Thus, in these works, whether a woman is with another person 
- apparently, a reproduction of herself - or with some props, seems to assert 
herself as an independent human being, not needed but much desired because 
the way of painting these figures - the painter’s self and struggle convey how 
a woman can survive in a world without men, since her female characters are 
liberated due to their status, power, or consciousness. One hopes that taking 
clue from these strong and independent females, majority of our women 
would also emerge out of the closet of art, taboos, conditions and constraints 
of life - like what is happening in the canvases of Farazeh Syed.

Quddus Mirza, 2017
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Farazeh Syed (b. 1971) is an artist based in Lahore. After acquiring a diploma 
in print making 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 
and 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 National College of 
Arts, Lahore.

A subject common throughout Syed’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 de-
mystification of the female form - portraying ‘woman’ as an ‘individual’ with 
personal strength, dynamism and character. 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. 

Syed’s group 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; MA Visual Arts (NCA) Thesis  Show, Art Scene Gallery, 
Karachi;  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;  
Contemporary Art Fest 919, A pen and ink/charcoal show by contemporary 
leading and renowned Pakistani artists, Galleria 919, Karachi. Her Solo 
exhibitions were held at Unicorn Art Gallery in Karachi and Alhamra Art Gallery 
in Lahore.
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