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Nahid Raza, Kea'ba Series, acrylic and lace on paper 55.88 x 73.66 cm, 2011 &8 Wohid Khairi

It so happened that two prominent women painters of Pakistan,

to one another. Recognized as significant painters the
Meher Afroz and Nahid Raza exhibited their new work in

articulated the social history of their imes through n

consecutive order, in solo shows at Chawkandi Art, held in texture, color and imagery in the two dimensional can'
Karachi's peak exhibition season earlier in 2012. Not only did ~ paper. The social context of the imagery in both Nal
this coincidence of being back to back bring two 'heavy weights' 1947) and Meher Afroze (b. 1948) has been exp
of Pakistan's art world into a close proximity of one another,  writings of Dr. Akbar Nagvi (A.N., Image & Identit
but in an unavoidable comparison that might not have otherwise 1998) and Niilofur Farrukh (N.F,, Pioneering Pet
happened. Ferozsons, 1998). Both Naqgvi and Farru

. 1 in the context of a 'feminist’ space that emerged f1
The two women artists' careers spanning four decades run parallel e - ¥ e .



Meher, viewed as o
‘pioneer’
printmaker /painter,
and as a 'critic of
negative decadent
values in the urban
culture of Pakistan'
(NF).

of an earlier generation of female artists such as Anna Molka
Ahmad and Zubeida Agha. Both painters have been referred to
as 'pioneers’ by Farrukh, seeing Nahid as a woman 'seeking
empowerment' while at the same time asserting that 'motherhood
Was an affirmation of feminine rights...and echoing the struggle
of the urban middle class woman of Pakistan; Meher, viewed
as a 'pioneer’ printmaker/painter, and as a 'critic of negative
decadent values in the urban culture of Pakistan' (NF). These
artists were seen to be 'looking beyond the formalism of
Modernists like Shakir Ali, Ahmad Parvez, etc. into a critique of
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were other strands of critique, in which Meher and Nahid's
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undergraduate level are oblivious to the reservoir of knowledge
that lives in critical readings throughout history, their relanionship
and impact on contemporary writing and debate, and the
understanding of contemporary issues in the context of the
colonial discourses embedded in the larger culture. Institutions
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ucllc on canvas, 66 x 45cm, 2012 g8 Jamal Ashigain

/political narrative to it. An opportunity lost, the many
conversations of two dimensional imagery, object, video and
performance (and its documentanon) that the exhtbsnon knstred
provided many lavers, none of which were seen i ther '
contemporary of histoncal context of artmaking m Pakistan
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locate the context of Nahid Raz

by writers who are and have followed their work,
on the issues that have emerged in their writings. For example,
if Niilofur Farrukh included Nahid in a book on 'pioneers', then
what was the relationship to her later work by her or of subsequent
writings? If Nahid was seen as epitomizing the 'struggle of the
middleclass Pakistani woman', then did that reading alter with
time, as Nahid's work became to be considered passe (or did it)?
Neither Nahid nor Meher became the 'material’ for inclusion into
the current (read relevant) discourses of new and emerging global
markets, not part of the international biennial circuit. The question
of 'relevance' is the subtext of much of this reading, and of the
local /global disconnect and connect, and requires a longer, more
engaged study in the context of artists like Nahid and Meher,
among others of their generation; especially if we allow ourselves
the space to reflect on the relevance of the connection of their
early careers to the later rupture in terms of medium and content.
These are critical points of departure as well as rupture in the

historical context of art in Pakistan.

If the culture of writing /curating itself played a significant role
in addressing the newer idioms of expression that suited the
marketing of the art in Pakistan, and its mushroom in the last
fifteen years, then was that role also being played to market certain
artists /agendas, and exclude others? The Rising Tide, Mohatta
Palace, Karachi, 2011 as an example of the local, and Hanging
Fire, Asia Society, 2011, as an example of an international show
of Pakistani artists. ... The Asia Society's surveys of new art like
Hanging Fire: Contemporary Art From Pakistan, tends so often to be
topical in content, market ready in format and didactic in delivery’
and "this exhibition of new art from Pakistan, with its references
to war, religion and consumerism, largely conforms to the Asia
Society model', wrote Holland Cotter, reviewer for the NY Times.
Cotter gave a parallel example of an Indian survey show at the

Abdullah M | Syed, The Flying Rug [ (detail),
installation at IVS Gallery, Karachi, folded U.5.
one dollar bills and staple pins, installation
dimensions variable, 2008, ts Mahmecd Ahmed

ty in 2005, Edge of * Desire: Recent Art in India focuseq heay

s(nCiL‘ =Y lik 4
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on art that ad

and the effects of a global market economy. Not represeny,

was a range of new abstract Or near-abstract art and SCulpry,
as a It - otz .
from South Asia that doesn't necessarily look "Indian" a4 A
v s 8 . a»
nd only incidentally political, in content', (Hang,

with a Light Touch, Cotter, Holland, Ar;

is pcrscmul, a
Fire: Activist Energy
review, October 1, 2009, New York Times). Cotter briefly addresg,
similar issues of market /consumption /exclusion on the Chingy
art that was surveyed by the Society, as having excluded man\-
narratives in favor of ‘brash, democracy-loving artists who “"mt;;a
to break away from the past... To enthrall Western
audiences. .. Which they did'. While the Chinese and Indiaq
shows had 40 and 60 artists represented respectively throughg,
spaces in New York, the Pakistani show had 15 artists selecteg
and shown in two galleries. 'So it doesn't pretend to be a sury,
It's a closely edited group show drawn from a small pool of
artists, most of whom attended the National College of Angj,
Lahore, he writes. If the links to history, and a wider base of
narratives are included in the 'mainstream’ discourse, then they
can still be a rejection, but with knowledge of social and historic
contexts. Similarly, the "Rising Tide" could have explored and
strengthened its curatoral narrative had it connected with why
we can assume to be in "Low™ or "Receding” tude. Local
municipalities in Pakistan, too, use erasure in social memory, by
changing the names of roads, to show their own dominance, »

well as prejudice.

'Selective knowledge used as a devise in epistemic violence dunn
the colonial period continues in the way facts are distorted u
support stereotypes that fail to convey the entire st ry, Wrtes
Farrukh in her reading of the portrayal of violence in Afghanistn
the destruction of Buddha statues in Bamyan/ selectve meda
portrayal by the West of it, and its relationship to the incluss
of miniaturist Khadim Ali at Documenta 13 (The incomplee &
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a Strategy of Misrepresentanon, NukmaArt, vol. 7, % 2, 01

I'his connecuon of the global to the local is necessary, becasx
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i the exclusion strategies due to lack of research and critical
If.is m. al knowledge within the local that also facilitates the
hli:iz:-c profiling of 'other' histories on the global arena.
;c,h“c isa gcnerar.ional shift and rupture in terms of ideology
o aspirations of art, and for that reason alone, Nahid's work,
well as of Meher's, stands in need to be revisited, their readings
:viscd; as new media, and the interdisciplinary media take over
the language of art, one must ask if it is the medium that has
pecome the vehicle that conveys a vision, or if it has become a
1ol of appropriation. The connections to works that have
qraveled outside the 'frame’, such as miniaturist Imran Qureshi's
recent onsite work at the Sharjah Biennial (2011) and the Sydney
Biennial (2012), to narratives that reside within the frame are
aecessary to understand the many narratives that have been

compromised, and to read what there is in that gap.

In the more recent readings of Nahid's Kaa'ba series, Aasim Akhtar
places her work in the context of Malevich's square. 'If to the
art world painting itself was marginal, Ka'aba pictures are the
epitome of irrelevance. The exhibition reveals Raza focusing
skillfully on strategies: color combinations, shape and buoyant
responses to art history... but in most, she risks a compendium

Sumaya Durrani, 'Allah, Mochammad', digital print, 46.736 x 62. 484 cm,
2012 = Jamal Ashigain

To widen the critical link to Nahid's Koa'ba work
it needs to be interpreted in the context of its
appearance initially in the prints of Sumaya Durrani
(90's), and a decade later in miniaturist Aisha
Khalid's work of the late 90s or early 2000s, in
sculptor.Abdul Jabbar Gul's work (installation,
2009, Gandhara Art, Karachi), and in the thesis
work of artist Marium Agha at the IVS in the early
2000s; artists who are part of her milieu. The
Context in which Aasim Akhtar reads the work
Under discussion needs to be explored in order to
Understand the frameworks in which Modernism
Was absorbed in Pakistan, and the different strands
of Modernity that evolved in this context.
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of clichés', argues Akhtar. (Prtures and Objects, Encore, The NG‘:WS
on Sunday, May, 2012). Akhtar's is one of the few critical voices
in our midst today, due to his knowledge, creative and critical

expertise in art writing , the many issues that he raises are imporm'ﬂt
for their relevance to the reading and making of art (and Modernist
thought) in Pakistan. It appears that he chooses to question the
mystical association of Nahid's 'square’, when he asks,'why Raza
insists on keeping the square in the prisonhood of mystical faith'.
And yet he also relies on a clichéd reading of the square, refusing
to see it in any context other than in term of its relevance through

Abdul Jabbar Gull, "Without White Cloth" 304.8 cm (diameter) figure sizes
vary from 20.32 x 38.1 cm high, Installation, wood and mirror, 2009

Rothko, Rauschenberg or Gerhard Merz. If an artst such as
Nahid, who is oblivious to the theoretical implications of her
'square' in relationship to Western Modernism, and uses the
square as a symbol of her intuitive response to the Kaa'ba,
and 'decorates' it with unrestrained love (creative energy), then
that is the social context in which the work demands to be read.
In this case, Akhtar imposing his theoretical awareness becomes
a cliché' of appropriation of Western paradigms of reference.
Unfortunately, the distance between Western Modernity and
the evolution of modernist thought and its layered inﬂv::cnc:c
to the generation of Nahid Raza and Meher Afroz has not so
far been explored in art writing or curatorial pracuce n Pakistan
so far, except to some length by Dr Nagvi. But Nagvi's

: ) premise
stands in need of debate and understanding,

not exclusion
In the caralogue essay on Meher Afroz's new senies titled N
bar Aab (Reflections on Water), exquisitely designed to

complement the imagery of the work,
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the punctuations or contradictions in the art, or to distinguish
if they exist. These have had to do with translating a thought
process, which speaks a language that is not articulated in current
terminology. Hence, because the relationship to Saadi and other
wlema is not understood by those critiquing the work, the bridges
that could have linked dichotomies of place and time, have not
been possible. One reason for this could be due to the consumer
thrust of the show in a commercial gallery where the red tag
ends the dialogue with the art and the art community (critics and

artists) are in awe of the material dexterity of the work.

On another note, the opulence of surface decoration, of possible
reflections on water speaking of words such as ishg (love), il
(knowledge), manrfat (eminence), seem to reflect a defiant
narcissism: what does the artist not allow us to see in that
reflection? The explanations around her inspiration, on the stages
of Sufism, provided by the artist in her Q & A with Niilofur
Farrukh may provide the inspirational context to the work, but
in the end, the work stands on its own; apart from the intention
of the artist. Does the presence of the word il provide new
knowledge and how does it convince the viewer of the presence
of 'that' knowledge?

An issue which needs to be studied in this body of work by
Meher is the aspect of spitituality: Whether or not the relationship
of the viewer to the art becomes a moment of recognition of
spirituality in the art, or a recognition of what the artist
acknowledgcs as an essence of spiritual planes, and the nature
of that cofinection and recognition. The premise of Meher's
interview til;iéd, 'Images on Water: a visualization of the threefold
path of devotion', by Niilofur Farrukh suggested the undisputed
connection to a spiritual space, but froze possible connections
to the art by placing the artist on a pedestal, perhaps because it
did not explore the critical space, and spaces of possible disconnect
around the concept, imagery or process. A catalogue such as
was published for the exhibition, therefore, became more of an
extension of the gallery/commercial market value.

The layered connection to the surface and the relationship of
gold/silver, and of geometric patterning in Mcher's work thar
may be anchored in a traditionally Islamic aestheties need 1o be

Nohid Razo, Koa'bo Series, acrylic on poper,
S588 x 73.66 em, 2011 ma jomal Asigu

How did Nahid Raza and
Meher Afroz internalize
the aspirations of its
formalistic and conceptual
concerns into their
language especially when
neither artist chose to look
at the theoretical context
of the frameworks they so
adopted?

understood in connection also to the wider relationShjp of
references by other artists such as Aisha Khalid (2011), Abdy, a2
Syed (2011-12) , so that the paradigms of religions and seculyy
can be reviewed. How far is Aisha's connection to Igbal ang
why at this time? What is the dynamics of economic/social
mobility and regurgitation in Abdullah Syed's magic carpet ang
who is his target audience, keeping in mind the poetic nature of
his form? These works, punctuated with connections to
commaodity/religion/politics, in which the separation of reading
between religion, politics and the politics of consumption js ¢,
narrow. How to access that which is not spoken in the hnguage
understood today in the mainstream of art, is one of the many
difficulties that widens the disconnect to Meher's work. If 4 all
its surface opulence resists and deflects the viewer's engagemen;
The work of both Meher and Nahid, should also be read in
relationship to the social concerns that was part of their catlier
concerns, the conceptual terrain of form and formlessness, ang
its relationship to the nature of rupture/s in this very society

today.

To widen the critical link to Nahid's Kaa'ba work it needs to be
interpreted in the context of its appearance initially in the prints
of Sumaya Durrani (90's), and a decade later in miniaturist Aishy
Khalid's work of the late 90s or early 2000s, in sculptor Abdul
Jabbar Gul's work (installation, 2009, Gandhara Art, Karachi),
and in the thesis work of arust Marium Agha at the IVS in the
early 2000s; artists who are part of her milieu. The contextin
which Aasim Akhtar reads the work under discussion needs to
be explored in order to understand the frameworks in which
Modernism was absorbed in Pakistan, and the different strands
of Modernity that evolved in this context. How did Nahid Raza
and Meher Afroz internalize the aspirations of its formalistic and
conceptual concerns into their language especially when ncither
artist chose to look at the theoretical context of the frameworks
they so adopted? If they can be compared because their carcens
run parallel to cach other, then what are the concerns and
aspirations that separate the vision of these rwo artists? And
finally, what are the mechanisms of market caputahist agendas

that dictate the market value of cach? [
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