





nudity are taboo, and the figurative arts
in general are widsly frowned upon. At
Canvas, | saw young, up-and-coming
miniature painter Mahreen Zuberi's
"Daoing Krishna" series (2006-07). The
images are a bold statement of frustra-
tion at the repressive attitude toward
sex that prevails in Pakistani socisty:
erotic arrangements of mundane power
tools personify Krishna, the Hindu god
of love, and cleverly encode issues
of gender and sexuality that Zuberi is
unable to openly address. Among the
many promising artists who have exhib-
ited at Canvas are Aisha Khalid, Ahmad
Ali Manganhar, Hamra Abbas, Khadim
Ali, Ruby Chishti, Nusra Latif Quereshi,
Rashid Rana and Mcohammed Zeeshan.
Other important Karachi galleries
include V.M., Chawkandi and Indus,
which share an affinity for what seems
te be a dominant strain of Pakistani
art: work that tackles the cultural,
political and social complexities of
evaryday life. Nahid Raza's paintings
at Chawkandi—Ilocated in a shopping
center, part of which was torched
in the ricting that followed Bhutto's
assassination—incorporate signs and
symbaolic motifs that reflect on the
position of women in Pakistani society.
The lives and needs of ordinary people
are the subject of sculptures by Adeela
Suleman, who drove me to her studio
in an impoverished part of Karachi to

see the assemblages she fashions
from household objects—steel drain
covers, tongs, hardware, measuring
spoons and cooking utensils. Naiza
Khan, another young sculptor whose
studio | visited, makes life-size metal
sculptures of the famale form, some
of which recall medieval corsets and
other items of women's clothing.

One of the messages of Khan's
sculptures seems to be that, notwith-
standing the restrictions of a Muslim
society, Pakistani women are tough,
resilient and independent. Indeed, the
country's art world is overwhelmingly
fermale. Women accounted for about
60 percent of artists included in the
inaugural exhibitions at the National
Art Gallery in Islamabad, and they
dominate art school enrollments,
especially in fields like conlemporary
miniature painting. Women lead the
ranks of art critics, teachers, dealers,
and museum and art school adminis-
trators as well. The irony is that women
were able to carve out this niche
precisely because of art’s lowly profes-
sional status in the mid-20th century.

The Pakistani art world is neither
homogenaus nor provincial, Young
artists participate in a fluid, global
arena, trawling the Internet for ideas
and imagery. But underpinning their
work is a powerful sense of locality.

Opposite, Mabreen
£uberi: Fro
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Lahore, according to most Pakistanis
| talked to, is more self-consciously
traditional than Karachi, and thus more
socially and culturally in syn¢ with the
country as a whole. Lahore is home to
the prestigious National College of Arts,
where contemporary miniature painting
originated in the 1980s and subse-
quently evolved as a vital, progressive
reinterpretation of the heritage of the
princely Moghul illuminated manuscript.
Miniature painting has always been
an art of adaptation: it originated in
Persia and was transported by the
Moghul emperors to South Asia,
where it became the mast ravishing of
courtly forms. Today, the celebrated
Imran Qureshi—who trained at the
National College of Arts, where he
teaches a new generation of miniatur-
ists—continues to develop the genre.
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Qureshi makes delicate, jewel-like
miniatures that acutely register current
concerns, "Moderate Enlightenment”
(2006-07), a series first shown at the
Singapore Biennale in 2006, satirizes
the Musharraf government's public-
relations effort to replace a negative
image of fundamentaiist Islam with a
more acceptable one, officially dubbed
“Enlightened Moderation.” Qureshi’s
series shows Muslims engaged in a
variety of disarming, harmless activi-
ties—one work depicts a bearded man
in traditional Muslim dress blowing
scap bubbles; another
shows a shirtless man
litting weights.
Contemporary
miniaturists continue
the use of intense color
and finicky technique,
applying the paint in
layers with a fine brush
while giving the genre a
new energy by hybrid-
izing contemporary
references with the
ritualized episodes of
imperial leisure and
courtly life found in
traditional examples.
This has been Pakistani

Right, Imran Qureshi:
From the sel “Moderate
Enlightenrmant,” 2008,

coaque watercolor on waz |
or, 1634 by 1314 inches.
v Canvas Gals

Below, Faiza Bull: Fans
and ldols, 2005, ink on

s film, 104 oy 9%
inches, Courtesy Green
Cardamam, Landan.
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art's most visible face abroad, begin-
ning in the 1990s with the international
success of Lahore-born Shahzia Sikan-
der, who received her MFA in 1995 from
the Rhode Island School of Design and
now lives in New York. Others making
names for themselves cutside Pakistan
with frequent shows in London, New
Delhi and New York include Hasnat
Mehmood, Nusra Latif Qureshi, Talha
Rathore and Saira Wasim.

Gradually the international art
world has begun to look beyond min-
iature painting, thanks in part to the

efforts of Pakistani curators organiz-
ing exhibitions abroad. “Playing with
a Loaded Gun: Contempaorary Art in
Pakistan,” for example, curated by
Attega Ali for New York's Apex Art
in 2003, and "Beyond Borders: Art
of Pakistan,” organized by Qud-

dus Mirza and Saryu Doshi for the
National Gallery of Modern Art in
Mumbai in 2005, both presented a
rich diversity of contemporary art-
work. Looking ahead to the summer
of 2008, the Asia Society Museum
[full disclosure: Melissa Chiu,
director of the museum, is my wife]
will mount the first comprehensive
survey of Pakistani contemporary art
in a New York museum, The orga-

nizer is Lahore-based writer, teacher
and curator Salima Hashmi, who

also runs the nonprofit Rohtas 2 Art
Gallery out of her home, where many
young Pakistani artists have had their
first solo shows.

The market for Pakistani contem-
porary art appears to be on the rise,
fueled by international galleries like
Corvi-Mora and Green Cardamom in
Lendon; Aicon in London, Palc Alto
and New York; and Bose Pacia and
Thomas Erben in New York. Video,
installation and conceptual artists
such as Bani Abidi, Farida Batoel and
Ayaz Jokhio are receiving attention.

At Green Cardamom, Faiza Butt has
enjoyed some success with pointillist
paintings that incorporate appropriated
photographs of celebrities, Christie’s
and Sotheby's have begun integrating
Pakistan’s top-selling cantempaorary
artists into their South Asian and
contemporary art auctions, where
digital prints of carpets, people and
landscapes composed of hundreds

of tiny little images by Rashid Rana,
Fakistan's most marketable con-
temporary artist, regularly pass the
$500,000 mark. (At Sotheby’s New
York last May, his 2007 photomontage
Red Carpet—1 sold for $623,400.)
Rana has shown with a number of
galleries in Pakistan and elsewhere,
including V.M. in Karachi and Nature
Morte in New Delhi.

Market conditions aside, the real
strength of the contemporary Paki-
stani art scene lies in the quality and
diversity of artists, the collective
sense of energy and urgency about
art-making, and a deep connection to
people and place. Many of the chal-
lenges that the nation faces—poor
infrastructure, limited funds, an
underdeveloped professional com-
munity—are echoed in its art world.
Despite these obstacles, Pakistani
art is beginning to display a powerful
presence in the international arena. o

1 See Williarm Dalrymple,
Deal in Pakistan,”

Review of Books,
. T49-14,
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