






Belief  IX, acrylic on paper, 76 x 56 cm, 2014



Jamil Baloch: A Vocabulary of  Protest

                                                                                        Amra Ali

On the eve of  the last solo show by Jamil Baloch in Karachi, Pakistan in 
2012, the city was “shuttered-down”, in keeping with the “strike calls” 
that it used to witness on a regular basis. 

It has not been difficult to read an element of  protest into the trajectory 
of  Jamil Baloch, but that evening it seemed that the art and what was hap-
pening in the social and political scenario in which the work was viewed, 
provided some comparative reflection. Access and mobility contained by 
political forces, political persecution and greed for power at any cost, the 
uneven distribution of  wealth and privilege, and many such factors have 
caused strife and conflict in the politics of  dominance. In all cases of  
reaction to these, there are so many far-reaching losses, of  human life, 
cultural integrity and spirit.

Jamil Baloch’s early education in his hometown of  Nushki, in Baloch-
istan, to studies at National College of  Arts Lahore, channelized his 
aesthetics into a wider vocabulary of  form that disengaged with the con-
ventional depiction of  the politics of  identity, into an engagement with 
visual form.  The paradoxical beauty of  his form is its movement beyond 
the depiction of  specificity, opening  to newer interpretations, and 
renewed struggles.  Perhaps this distancing also allows the viewer to desist 
from categorization of  the marginal or the suppressed; and the artist’s 
insistence on relocating the viewer’s judgement or bias that seeks inclusiv-
ity and equality. 

The location of  context remains constant, and as the artist speaks about 
his work (in progress) of  larger than human scale sculpted heads: these 
heads may convey that the enormity of  a problem is ignored even when 
it stares in the face; the face does not make eye contact, but to the artist 
his lack of  expression is a form of  expression. Thus, distancing with the 
immediacy of  an issue, or a gut reaction to it, Jamil meanders into a 
discursive engagement with content. The simplified linearity of  his 
current work, on view at Sanat, presents the viewer with an openness that 
may or may not refer back to the traditional weaving patterns of  carpets 
or textiles as the work Self  III (acrylic on wood) may suggest. Nor is there 
a negation of  the indigenous. Yet, the hand-embroidered Pashk, the tradi-
tional costume of  Baloch women may stand as symbol, perhaps guardian, 
for a wider discussion on effacement.  





Self  III, acrylic on wood, 33 x 38 x 203 cm, 2014





Extremity, acrylic on wood, 137 x 30 x 38 cm, 2012



Extremity (detail)



There are strong connections to the rugged landscape of  Balochistan visible 
in the sculpted form of  wood. The work titled Extremity, about four and a 
half  feet in height, reveals layers of  engagement with form and content. Cut 
as if  in halves, they establish the element of  duality and the basis of  much of  
Jamil’s narrative. Polarities, division, co-existence, the inner and outer, the 
concealed and the visible, the material and the intangible, these are some 
connections that one may make or initiate in this context. Perhaps, more 
potent in this simplified and equal division of  two parts is the presence or 
allusion to the figurative. One may recall an earlier work titled Silent (2003), a 
group of  seven shrouded figures each standing nine feet tall in fiberglass, 
that stood guard at the inaugural show of  the National Gallery of  Art in 
Islamabad. These figures or sculptures, like the rest of  his works intervene in 
their surroundings. If  the figures elicited a dark presence of  suffering, the 
artist exaggerated it to make it visible. So, this insistence on scale  is a recur-
ring element, that we also see in work to be seen in the future with sculpted 
heads. Much earlier work, such as Paasbaan (2006) in a live performative 
installation, the artist depicted himself  in Baloch clothing and turban, shown 
at the 1st Vasl Residency at Gadani, Balochistan. Lineage and continuity that 
surface, remain integral amidst discontinuity or disturbance.





Self  V (diptych), acrylic on canvas, 244 x 345 cm, 2015





Chaos (triptych), acrylic on canvas, 244 x 244 cm, 2016



Two halves or divisions could speak, as the artist says, on the misrepre-
sentation of  people. The Baloch may show a rugged or crude exterior, 
but those who have not had a firsthand experience may not be in a posi-
tion to impose or alter narratives or destinies; the vibrant color of  the 
inner is referenced as a symbol of, and not a depiction of  inner realities. 
If  the artist emphasizes a coarse texture through an exterior in the murky 
wood, he flattens the use of  colour in a measured manner.  It is as if  the 
inner, though stark and bright, is more allusive than the dark of  the wood. 
This interplay, of  course, signifies rupture and the process of  re-making, 
negotiating, and re-telling. It may also be a moment of  recognition, and 
the birth of  an idea or awareness of  it as Jamil professes that this happens 
naturally in the creative process as he engages in the enjoyment of  the 
making.

The larger diptychs and triptychs in the current show extend a similar 
notion with a different presence of  form.  Titled Extremity, the variations 
of  the geometric form in 2D and 3D both present the viewer with issues 
of  form through the movement of  the diagonals or the grids.   Overlap-
ping, as in weaving his narrative, Jamil is aware of  moving beyond, and 
telling a new story; both of  form and of  his surrounding socio-politics. 
Very much depictions of  an identity, these visuals move into a geographic 
mapping, of  source and direction. It allows the imagery and concept to 
travel, and perhaps to find new locations of  meaning. It is true that art in 
Pakistan has had and is having its own particular journey and conversa-
tion with modernity. There are also many strands of  modernity that have 
not come under discussion yet. But at times one can see it more clearly, as 
in the work of  Jamil Baloch, which at this point seems to hold and inte-
grate many facets of  minimal and constructivist form and space. The 
stitch that was once made by hand and contained a thousand secrets of  a 
people, still carries that magic, through its transformation into a reflective 
landscape. 



Extremity II (triptych), acrylic on paper, 91 x 198 cm, 2012





Root III, acrylic on paper, 76 x 56 cm, 2013



Chaos II, acrylic on paper, 76 x 56 cm, 2016



Self  similarities III, acrylic on paper, 91 x 66 cm, 2014



Self  similarities IV, acrylic on paper, 91 x 66 cm, 2014



Self  similarities V, acrylic on paper, 76 x 56 cm, 2015



Self  similarities VI, acrylic on paper, 76 x 56 cm, 2015



Self  similarities VII, acrylic on paper, 76 x 56 cm, 2016



Self  VI, acrylic on paper, 76 x 56 cm, 2016



Self  VII, acrylic on paper, 76 x 56 cm, 2016



Self  VIII, acrylic on paper, 76 x 56 cm, 2016



The Vision of  Jamil Baloch

                                                      Marjorie Husain                  

…As an artist I always tried to work with issues that concern humankind and nature 
…and to explore diverse media and a variety of  themes which are somehow related to 
one another and through them to me…The new work is a continuation of  my previous 
direction… (Jamil Baloch)

Jamil Baloch is an artist who cannot be encapsulated in a few words; he is an 
artist extraordinary, a painter, sculptor, installation and video artist. Art enthusi-
asts are aware that an exhibition of  Jamil’s work will be a new and exciting visual 
experience. I first had the great enjoyment of  viewing the artist’s work in 2001, 
when he participated in a three artist show in Karachi. 

With roots in Nushki, Balochistan, he grew up with an awareness of  natu-
ral elements and their uses, men building houses from cut trees and 
making practical tools from metal, the womenfolk busy with their weav-
ing and embroidery. From an early age Jamil enjoyed making objects out 
of  any materials available, and sketched on available surfaces.

The artist graduated from National College of  Arts Lahore, Pakistan in 
1997, and is currently a member of  the NCA faculty, Assistant Professor in 
the Department of  Fine Arts.

The artist’s work has been shown to great appreciation in numerous exhi-
bitions in many countries both east and west, and he has been artist in 
residence in Sri Lanka 2004, VASL Gadani 2006, Vermont, USA in 2011, 
and Art Omi, Hudson, New York, USA in 2015. His artwork has earned 
him numerous awards and prizes, in Pakistan and internationally.

Jamil Baloch’s work in show at Sanat Gallery is the continuation of  his previ-
ous work on socio-political issues while maintaining the visual aesthetic. In 
this recent body of  work the same issues are expressed simply in an indirect 
way symbolized by a language of  colours and three dimensional forms. He 
was inspired to use variations of  the seven colours traditionally used in Balo-
chi embroidery, and to paint age old patterns of  Balochistan on carved 
blocks of  wood, on which he continues to create his intricate designs. 

In this series, one discovers the artist’s comments on the socio-political 
structure of  his own region, symbolizing a worldwide scenario. In his 
work he maintains a balance of  art values and aesthetics while he contin-
ues to explore a traditional heritage as a process of  addressing contempo-
rary problems of  identity and meaning.   
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