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Part of the story has not been told…
Abid Merchant

Long before art as a narrative became a clichéd analogy in today’s art circles; the communicative 
aspect of art has been exploited historically.  Take for example miniature painting; often created 
on the behest of a wealthy person or by royal decree, either accompanying a text as an illustration, 
or serving as the narrative itself. The miniature evolved as a means of documenting important events, 
such as conquests, marriages and wars, as evident in the Padshahnama genre of histories.  Miniatures also 
became the means of archiving and preserving parts of culture, such as the illustrations that accompany 
the Shahnameh, the Tutinama and the Mahabharata.

Continuing in the evolution of miniature painting, where size, subject and styles have all expanded, 
Aakif Suri adds a new dimension to the growing vernacular of the miniature.  Having studied miniature 
at NCA Lahore and graduating in 2006, Aakif has long examined the history, the technical aspects and 
development of the art form. 

Having spent his formative years in Dera Ghazi Khan, Aakif’s current body of work is heavily influenced 
by the city long known as Pakistan’s very own ‘Four Points’, where the diversity of Pakistan’s four 
provinces meet. The Turban series at first appears to chronicle the artist’s observations; turbans of 
different sizes, fabrics, colours, patterns and manner in which they are worn denote tribal affiliations, 
sectarian associations, ethno-linguistic backgrounds, socio-economic status etc.  However, for Aakif, the 
story goes beyond what is obvious.  His paintings instead tell the untold story; the story of our common 
humanity and how this is ignored.

In keeping with perhaps the larger story of identity, Aakif’s series of paintings referred simply to as Jars, 
speaks through metaphors.  Faces immersed in liquids of different colours, inside jars that have missing 
lids, reminds one of a science laboratory.   The laboratory is analogous to Pakistan, where countless 
experiments have taken place to cultivate a sense of ‘Pakistan-ness’, with debatable results.  A cohesive
identity remains unfounded, with cultural, linguistic and sectarian fissures becoming more and more 
exposed, more contested and thereby leaving us within the country feeling even more disconnected 
from one another.  The individual faces in Jars communicate what is absent, what is missing despite all 
the trials and experiments; a united Pakistan.

Understanding that the miniatures of the past were commissioned, Aakif Suri believes that the 
communicative element of the painting was manipulated and thereby one-sided.  Miniatures tell us what 
the patron wants us to know, and that a part of the story has not been told.  Aakif dwells on the untold 
stories, the seemingly negative-spaces of any given narrative.

Abid Merchant is the founder of Sanat Initiative and director of  Sanat Gallery.



So what is being told?
Muniza Agha-Fawad

It is a story of alienation.

Coming of age is difficult, fraught with pain, yearning, and struggle. Often, the cruelties of our 
empirical, pragmatic and all-too-real world, coupled with the dualities and inconsistencies of 
our less-than-ideal existence make growing up an arduous and sometimes unending process. 
The same also applies to developing nations and societies like Pakistan.  

Pakistan’s many, many crisis are a result of our colonial past and our globalized present. Socially, 
the population is fractured along multiple fault-lines. For artist Aakif Suri, these divisions are as 
disturbing as they are synthetic; self-created and made more important than they are. Take for 
example the elites; on the one hand, those espousing values considered to be secular and 
Western, having imported of the ‘American dream’, and then those who influenced by the legacy 
of Saudi-backed fundamentalism that started during General Zia’s era. There is the dominant 
presence of Bollywood in our mainstream entertainment, yet all the while India continues to pose 
an existential threat. As if the lack of cohesion or commonality in our classes and our values were 
not enough, the people of Pakistan are fissured along geography, ethnicity, race, creed, religion, 
language and of course politics. This diversity is rather unfairly and ruthlessly exploited as and 
when it suits an agenda or a power-play, be it political, social, or economic. 

To refer to our collective crisis as that of identity only addresses a part of the issue. What the 
people of Pakistan suffer from, by and large, is alienation. Not Karl Marx’s alienation of the 
labourer, but a larger alienation in the sociological context, that stems from a lack of social 
integration and feelings of isolation. With countless divisions within the population, the failure 
to create an over-arching sense of ‘being Pakistani’ has further fragmented the people into 
specified categories.  What we have is nearly 200 million people splintered into isolated clusters 
that seem to operate independently. The result is akin to special interest groups, doing what 
they can to survive, to grow, to prosper with little regard for those outside their group. Being 
Pakistani holds zero meaning because Pakistan remains a land where factions are forced to live 
uncomfortably and often rival one another for power, limited resources, and opportunities.

These groups are made to feel unique; that their continuation and survival depends on their
 very special needs being addressed. These micro-collectives are like the faces Aakif captures in 
Jars; they are as one of a kind as each face, they are as individual, and they are as separated from 
one another, with each face being encased in a glass jar, isolating it from the larger environment 
that it exists in, while also allowing it to remain.  

As strife between groups continue to stymie Pakistan’s progress in the larger world, social 
alienation begins to manifest itself as a sense of displacement globally. Competition and 
displacement aggravate sociological alienation, making societies prone to collective amnesia.  
The powerful rely on collective-amnesia when campaigning, when formulating policies, when 
making decisions. The entertainment industry counts on it, as tried and tested story lines and 
characters are regularly repackaged and presented. The fashion world works to reinforce the 
amnesia, presenting the masses with the latest fads from five, ten or fifteen years ago, while 
news media worsens it by constantly breaking bad news to us. Society’s inability to recall history 
or to fully keep up and understand current events is a phenomenon that is grossly exploited for 
profits and control, adding to this sense of alienation and displacement. Much like the fish out of 
water that is a reoccurring motif in Aakif’s pieces, the displaced and alienated populous within 
Pakistan constantly feel that their existence is uncertain, that the legitimacy of their being is and 
can be questioned.   

A graduate from Rutgers University, New Jersey, Muniza Agha-Fawad is a 
sociologist based in Karachi. She is the author of “Ghulam Rasool - Another
Migration” and co-author of “The Big Picture”.



Isolation leads to alienation, which creates the conditions of competition and uncertainty, forcing 
society into a state of collective-amnesia, or ignorance. Leaders and patriarchs know well that 
intelligent people are difficult to control, therefore keeping the masses or entire segments of a group 
unaware and uneducated safeguards whatever power a leader holds. Enough cowardly leaders in a 
given society forces the collective-intelligence of an entire country to deteriorate, with generation after 
generation of the population being completely ignorant. The Kursi, or Chairs series, resonates with the 
illusion of power that comes with some positions or ‘seats’. Carved onto the surface, the images of 
these kursi are just noticeable, not nearly as obvious upon first inspection. The images of decay, 
represented by multi-legged critters, the motif for displacement and alienation that is the fish out of 
water, and the uncertainty of survival conveyed through the scorpion, ready with its toxic stinger all 
dominate the pieces in this series. What Aakif cleverly explains to his audience is that the illusion of 
power is just that, an illusion, while the means of maintaining that power are all too real, too 
devastating. 

My current body of work is not only based on the current political scenario in Pakistan, rather, 
it is more a reflection on the general tussle between various interest groups, formed on the basis 
of language, skin, colour, culture, religion, economics, region and so on.  These conflicts are not 
entirely unique to Pakistan and can be found around the globe.

Observing intently, I charge onto my surface of depiction of the bitter reality of what surrounds 
me; revealing itself as the culmination of rapid political, social and religious upheavals.  
I see The Man, the symbolic entity that wields power over our world, as a tainted, sad, corrupt, 
controller hungry for ever more power, devouring greedily anything and everything that obstructs 
his personal benefit and pleasure.

Some of the pieces are based on experimentation with blending traditional working techniques 
of miniature painting, with contemporary and modern tools and mediums available.  The melding 
of influences and methods symbolizes how interconnected we truly are, despite our projected 
differences.  I create circumstances around me so that I can paint what I see, knowing that I 
cannot fully see.  A part of the story has not been told…

(Aakif Suri)



I am Fish  |  236 x 99 cm  |  Gouache and spray paint on wasli  |  2014        





Now you see me 1  |  17.7 x 35.5 cm  |  Gouache on wasli  |  2014 



Now you see me 2  |  17.7 x 35.5 cm  |  Gouache on wasli  |  2014        Now you see me 3  |  17.7 x 35.5 cm  |  Gouache on wasli  |  2014        



Now you see me 4  |  17.7 x 35.5 cm  |  Gouache on wasli  |  2014    Now you see me 5  |  17.7 x 35.5 cm  |  Gouache on wasli  |  2014    



Now you see me 6  |  17.7 x 35.5 cm  |  Gouache on wasli  |  2014    



Untitled  |  236 x 99 cm  |  Carving on wasli  |  2014        



 Inside-out (triptych)  |  50.8 x 114 cm  |  Colour pencil and spray paint on Wasli  |  2013        



King's Selfie  |  45.7 x 71 cm  |  Gouache and carving on wasli  |  2014        



Wishful 1  |  30 x 30 cm  |  Gouache and carving on wasli  |  2014        



Wishful 2  |  30 x 30 cm  |  Gouache on wasli  |  2014        



Wishful 3  |  30 x 30 cm  |  Gouache and carving on wasli  |  2014    


