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Manora seems to be undergoing a different form of
aggression this time, not a whale that would consume the
fishermen but something far greater and uncontrollable.1

The multidimensional quality and slow, at times errant, unfolding of Naiza Khan’s
work, along with her unfashionable insistence on ‘the importance of gesture [with]
a certain level of randomness’, creates a sense of being out-of-time, or at least of
standing on the edge, outside the current concerns of either daily life or the art
world.2 Actually, her choice of the city of Karachi and the small island of Manora,
just off its coast, as subjects for her work is far from peripheral. The stories of both
places, amplified at a global scale, appear in the works in this exhibition, and have
done so throughout the past seven years of her production. Her words describe her
attempt to establish a nonprescriptive way of working that opens itself in different
ways by allowing other things to happen. If Khan resides on the edge, it is because
she wants to create a space of her own, free from the banality of power—a place
where things can be seen, and show themselves, more clearly.
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Her oil painting Between the Temple and the Playground (2011), her first after
an interlude of sixteen years, is a poetic documentation of a rapidly changing,
increasingly violent, divided city that is actually and allegorically built on sand.3 In a
note on the surface of the painting she describes it baldly as ‘a space at the brink of
erasure’. And while sand may be intrinsically unstable, or used aggressively to blast
away detail, as the English poet, painter and printmaker William Blake pointed out,
it may also contain the whole world in one single grain.4 Since 2008, Khan has been
looking at the land around her as both material and body, as a repository of basic
forms that she sees, feels, witnesses and then reveals as ‘a kind of materialistic
historiography’ in her work.5 Since encountering the small depopulated island of
Manora, a once-bustling colonial outpost in Karachi’s former harbour, the body of
her work has experienced a distinct shift: she has moved away from a consideration
of the politics and aesthetics of the female self—and, by extension, of the selves
of others—to an even more unruly body politic, not unlike that of the Leviathan,
described by the seventeenth-century British philosopher Thomas Hobbes in his
masterwork first published at the climax of the English Civil War.6 The visual leitmotifs
of debris, bare survival and waves of migration that have surfaced in her most recent
paintings, objects, videos and watercolours are defining elements of this ‘island state’.
For Khan, this old-new ‘body’ has been expressed particularly in the island’s
topography, history and fate, in the things she finds there and in her enquiries into the
lives, and deaths, of its remaining inhabitants. She has mined, pillaged and created
a lexicon of images about this land and the waters that surround it. Within this
commedia, a number of motifs have appeared as ‘characters’: the wreck of the Fathe-Mubarak (Blessed Conquest), a 100-foot-long steamboat that worked the Indus
River around the time of the 1843 British annexation of Sindh, that appeared suddenly
after the severe floods of 2011, that she has described as ‘stuck in the mud flats of
the Indus Delta, almost like a beached whale’.7 Its skeleton appears in her work, broken
up on a vast splurge of sand bank, and was prefigured, in the form of an antique
sailing ship, miniaturised, merged with the jaws of a whale and a small shelter made
of shells, in a painting of an improbable snow dome, an imaginary souvenir of this sad,
almost forgotten island.8

Fath-e-Mubarak
(Blessed Conquest), 1843
2011
Ink and watercolour
on Arches paper
36 x 51 cm (14 x 20 in)

Whales, mythical and actual, populate the waters that lap the island’s desolate
shores and reappear, always dead, sometimes decomposing, in Khan’s paintings,
watercolours and small objects. Every year, confused, dying whale sharks are
beached in the old harbour leaving the formidable task of disposing of their remains.
This is mixed in her mind with the traditional story of Morriro and the Treacherous
Sea, as related by the Sindhi poet Shah Abdul Latif Bhittai (1689–1752) in Risalo,
his compilation of local Hindu and Muslim legends. In this Sufi tale of the self and
the world, handicapped Morriro stays at home while his six bothers go fishing until,
one day, they are swallowed by a giant whale. Morriro asks blacksmiths to build him

4

5

a giant cage of steel and glass, with hooks and blades on its outside, into which he
climbs to be lowered into the treacherous straight between Karachi and Manora. The
whale swallows the cage and the blades hook into its mouth; the fishermen reel in the
monster to meet its end. Morriro climbs out of the whale unharmed and cuts open its
belly where, deep inside its guts, he finds his brothers’ bones. These are buried with
due respect and Morriro passes the rest of his days living near his brothers’ graves.
As Iftikhar Dadi has pointed out, ‘Morriro’s myth emphasises self and community
in the face of larger predatory forces’. Khan, also, feels the compulsion to delve
into the guts of the whale as an act of honour and revelation.9 Her versions of
this story surface in images of these monsters and in anachronistic imaginary
structures, described as Drawings for Morriro’s Fossil (2009).10 One of these reveals
a conglomerate of architectural debris at the core of the ‘fossil’ (like a giant pebble
picked up on a beach), the other has TV monitors encrusted on its surface, streaming
news, along with the fatuous flickering of everyday media.

On the Frontline
2007
Silver gelatin print
51 x 61 cm (20 x 24 in)
Photo by Arif Mahmood

One of the first sightings of a whale in Khan’s work was as a small brass cast,
ironically reminiscent of a toy or souvenir, undoubtedly seen by the artist as a
fragment of a much larger body. 11 Its maw is split to bisect its length, which is
supported by a chaotic brass scaffold just as if it were a jerry-built shanty. Small,
diverse, sometimes inconsequential stories and images all feed into Khan’s once
noble and threatening Leviathan. She is determined to locate and expose for us its
fractured bones and bloody guts as well as the remains of those it has consumed.
This process of revelation concerns knowledge and beauty: we too may marvel at
what she finds in that dark place—along with the iridescent colours of its entrails
and beautiful textures of its skin.
When putting together such apparently disparate, complex and unconnected works,
she first parses ‘the innate quality of an image’ in order to assess ‘how comfortable
it is [in] being itself or moving into something else…whether [as] a painting,
drawing or a print.’12 Through the prism of her term ‘slippage’, one image becomes
transmuted into another in a process of layering that describes a nondeterminative
creative act in which her autonomous sensibility alone acts as a filter. For Khan,
these ‘layers of meaning [and production] are a way of thinking. Accumulation
brings something out of me as the image finds itself and hinges itself somewhere in
the work.’13 An image, therefore, may be overlaid to later emerge, or not, set against
fragments of text, like notations, or overlapped with other partial images, or to be
completely recycled and cast in brass in an artisan’s small workshop, like a votive
offering, and then set with other like-objects in a three-dimensional ‘collage’. Or it
could just disappear completely, only to be briefly sighted, like in Sand Storm and
How We Mark the Land Becomes Part of Its History, two charcoal drawings she
made in 2014 prompted by her reading of Scenes in a Soldier’s Life, an account
written in 1848 by a colonial army veteran of many frontier campaigns. 14
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The same kind of viscous visual matrix also appears in On the Frontline (2007),
a photograph made of Khan’s objects set like spectral presences in an uncertain
wasteland between city and sea that echoes the bleak figures and shadows of
Giorgio de Chirico’s metaphysical paintings or the poetic estrangement of magical
realist literature. 15 Her hand and mind shape history, myth and memory, along with
the perspectives and lives of others as a way of fixing the present to prompt the
future. The composite forms within which her images are resolved are innately
truthful in that they reflect and bring together feelings and realities that refuse to
be understood in any other form than as art—although, of course, their references
and meanings still cling onto, and point to, life.
The path that brought Khan to Manora has been far from straightforward and,
undoubtedly, this has influenced the directions in which her work has developed
as well as her perceptions of the present. She was born in 1968 into an educated
middle-class family in the Pakistani city of Bahawalpur, where her father was
posted as a civil engineer; her mother, who had been a gifted student of painting
at the Lahore College of Arts & Sciences—then the country’s most established
and prestigious art school—did not work after marriage. When Khan was five,
her father’s business took him to Lebanon and the family moved to Beirut. She
lived there happily until 1976, when the bomb blasts, rocket fire and gun battles of
opposing groups in the encroaching civil war meant that normal life was no longer
possible. Her father’s company moved to Saudi Arabia, the family followed; after
a year in Riyadh, they moved to the UK, firstly to Bristol and then to London where
they stayed.
Khan shares an experience common to many emigrants by remembering that
wherever her family lived, they preserved the traditions and customs of ‘home’.
Furthermore, these were nurtured within what she regards as an unselfconsciously
‘secular’ rather than religious household (before the fundamentalist polarisation of
Islam in the 1980s and ’90s, such a distinction would not have been necessary).16 From
the time she left Pakistan in 1973 until she returned there in 1991, her direct knowledge
of the country was through holiday visits to her maternal grandmother in the historic
city of Lahore or to other relatives spread between Rawalpindi, Islamabad and the
southern port city of Karachi, where she herself was eventually to settle.

collages, oil paintings, photographs, videos, books and objects. She had to read
art history and critical theory, the latter administered in smaller doses at Oxford
than elsewhere, and also immersed herself in a catholic range of poetry that
included the works of Ezra Pound, Pablo Neruda, John Ashbery, the Palestinian
national poet Mahmoud Darwish and the Pakistani modernist and communist, Faiz
Ahmed Faiz. Artists that visited the school or showed at the Museum of Modern
Art Oxford nearby (where she often sketched and made notes) also made a strong
impact: the performance artist and sculptor, Mona Hatoum, who had been born in
Beirut; Helen Chadwick’s exhibition Viral Landscapes; Shirazeh Houshiary’s organic
sculptures of mud, metal and rose quartz; Krishna Reddy’s virtuoso print-making;
or Ana Maria Pacheco’s carved wooden tableaux that showed scenes of torture,
exile and wandering. She was also an active member of the university’s Middle
Eastern Society and many of her student works evince a continuing concern for
the catastrophic events that continued to engulf the region that had once been
her home.
Works from this time, such as Where Is the Shadow of Conscience: February 25th
(1989), then her largest woodcut, refer directly to the violence that had become
an everyday occurrence. 17 Khan had been prompted to make this work by a widely
publicised incident that had taken place in Palestine during the previous year, in
which a boy had been brutally beaten by an Israeli soldier. Based on photographs
she had seen in The Guardian, pasted as reference in her notebooks, it was
developed out of several life drawings: a hooded figure abjectly kneels on a bleak
mountainside onto which the date of the episode and the title of the work are
repeatedly engraved. 18 Look at the City (1987), a woodcut combined with collage,
is an early reference to alienation, even violence, in the city, a theme central to
Khan’s current work. 19 Tension stalks in the void at its core: a man in front of an
opaque curtain on one side and a woman, further back opposite, her voluminous
hair covered by a veil, stands behind a semitransparent curtain; they make no
connection. Their ambiguous self-absorption seems to mask the city, but could
just as easily typify it. These two people never look at each other; they exist
neither as individuals nor as a couple.

Fluent in English and Urdu, as well as French and Spanish, as an art student, Khan
learnt to master many different kinds of media. Between 1987 and 1990, the
Ruskin School of Drawing and Fine Art (a department of the University of Oxford)
provided physical and mental space in which she could breathe, read and try
out new things. It was in this cloistered, relatively conservative atmosphere that
she learnt how to make engravings, etchings, lithographs, woodcuts, silkscreens
and watercolours; to draw the human body (from life and death); and to make

The precarious, predatory violence of the city is also suggested in Yahaan Se
Shehr Ko Dekho (II) (Look at the City from Here) (1987), a two-metre-high drawing,
painting and collage on paper, in which men and women emerge and disappear
as fragmentary elements in a cityscape of almost obliterated photographs of
time-worn buildings.20 In 1988, Khan made her first video (her second was not to be
produced until 2009 as a result of her encounter with the island of Manora), which
was shot moving between the mosque and the bazaar in the walled city and Red
Fort of Lahore. She describes it today as ‘quite abstract, mainly about space, the
body and architecture’. 21
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Such an assertion begs the obvious questions, ‘What kind of space?’ and ‘Whose
body?’ The works that Khan began to produce after 1991—when, after an interval
of eighteen years, she moved from the UK to settle as an adult in Pakistan—
provide a range of different answers. She lives and works in Karachi, the
country’s largest, most populous city and its industrial and financial powerhouse.
Compared to London or Oxford, her lifestyle there must have changed radically,
but art proved to be the constant element and she quickly became established
as a faculty member of the Indus Valley School of Art and Architecture in
Karachi. The city supported a thriving artist community best known at that time
for its appropriation of folk art and advertising into a unique form of ‘Karachi
Pop’ and, in this context, the formal grounding of her work must have seemed
out of step. By the beginning of the millennium, however, a workshop-based
practice involving writers, urban planners and architects was beginning to evolve
that has strongly influenced her current work. Between 1998 and 2009, she
became a leading force in the Vasl Artists’ Collective which, initially supported
by the Triangle Network in London, instigated a new kind of cultural platform and
ecology in the city that, because it attracted participants from Lahore as well
as from other major Pakistani cities and abroad, also had a strong impact on the
whole country. 22
Khan’s earliest Karachi works build on concerns that had already become evident
in Oxford. The three charcoal drawings that comprise All the World’s a Stage
(Hali Triptych) (1993) were rooted in her experience of a gathering of women
in a Shia majilis at the house of one of her friends. 23 After religious stories had
been narrated, women shrouded in black mourned the martyrdom of Hazrat
Imam Ali (607–661) and, finally, an elderly stateswoman gave an address about
the refugee crisis in war-torn Bosnia, asking for goods or aid. For Khan, the
most vivid parts of this speech were quotations from Maulana Altaf Hussain
Hali’s (1837–1914) epic Urdu poem Musaddas-e-Hali about the social and moral
disintegration of Muslim society in India during the late nineteenth century that
extended across time to refer to the current situation in Bosnia because they ‘…
were so visual. The images that I produced [in response] were not describing the
poem in any way, but [were] a result of the confluence of images and emotions
that knocked against each other during those few hours’. 24 The resulting
drawings have a nervous, sketchy quality; the quotation from Shakespeare in the
title suggests sardonically that fate rather than will governs our actions, and the
images, with their intimations of loss, suffering and atrocity, serve as testimony
to the unchangeability of human nature.

response to the sexual crimes of the Bosnian War in which Muslim women were
targeted. In the third drawing, these ‘figures’ have become disembodied, abstract,
and could almost suggest mountain peaks in a classical Chinese landscape
painting. Here, Khan preserves an aesthetic and critical distance between the
female body and herself, as can also be seen in Burnt Torso, two dense charcoal
drawings from 1994. Taking a prompt from its title, these images of a dark,
isolated woman’s body could be understood as depicting a figure that has been
decapitated, dismembered and torched; however, just as easily, Khan insists, they
may represent fragments of a nude figure, as she recalls that she was particularly
interested in the formal qualities of drawing, partly influenced by reading about
the work of Georgia O’Keeffe. 25 Both interpretations are equally valid: the artist
acknowledges that these works were made at a time of rising political violence in
the streets of Karachi when, increasingly, hit men ran amok, terrorising the general
public and murdering their opponents at a single stroke. 26
Her Body in Four Parts (1995), an eight-panel diptych divided between a dominant
ground of twisted silk organza on one side and charcoal drawings of a woman’s
body on the other, is a personal exploration of gender and place. 27 While not
devoid of political intent, the artist’s gaze has shifted away from the city and the
streets—populated by the bodies of others—to the female self and, by extension,
to its signification and representation within culture. Echoing the custom in which
two women prepare a veil out of a sheet of cloth by starching and twisting its
fabric by hand as if it were a length of rope, the diaphanous pale almond organza
fabric laid on four of the canvas panels in this work bears the imprint and rhythm
of this process. Through it, barely perceptible solid forms have been stitched
using silver wire thread that relate to the parts of the body drawn on the other
four panels. 28 These charcoal images range from an intimately realistic nude torso
or a long shank of black hair to dark, abstract whorls and clefts that are less easy
to figure. ‘The weight of something’, a text drawn on one of them, gives a clue,
suggesting that these ‘black holes’ are voids that are both positive and negative,
resounding with sex, reflection, density, fear, foreboding, hope and guilt.

One of these drawings, of humped, dark forms, suggests the black-shrouded
women keening in the majilis; in another, a row of female bodies lies slumped, face
downward, over what appears to be a platform or stage in an unstated but visceral

Khan’s concern with fragments of the body and their significance is further
developed in Hair Falls as Night (1996), a series of four diptychs depicting hair,
made in graphite on canvas, and a handmade illustrated book of poetry. 29 In the
drawings, dark, disembodied hair swirls seductively on a light background from
a head devoid of a defining skull; ultimately, the tresses appear like traces of
light picked out on a dark canvas. These animated forms could represent veils
or wraiths but, for Khan, their translucent textures clearly offer a platform for
virtuoso drawing, as suggested by the title of the last of these works, Homage
to Utamaro (1996). The book, manually typed on Japanese paper, however, is
more complex, and combines two parallel texts running alongside separate
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visual strands. The first, a ‘cerebral dialogue’ written by Khan, is linked to a
series of images she had based on the classical Greek sculpture The Victory of
Samothrace. The second strand, text and image, comprises a news report about
two women who immolated themselves in front of the Hyderabad Court in protest
of the inaction of the judiciary in prosecuting the murderer of nine members of
their family, nine years previously. The news photographs of the women in flames
reminded Khan of the form of the Greek sculpture. 30
Khan’s works from this time reveal an acute desire to express a concern for
common values that relate not only to human rights, but also to the position
and rights of women in particular, especially in the Muslim world. Yet she also
regards them as ‘autobiographical’ in that their subjects and emotions are
rooted in her own experience. The prescriptive rules of Bahishti Zewar (Heavenly
Ornaments)—a popular eight-volume handbook especially for the education
of girls and young women compiled by the Islamic revival scholar Ashraf Ali
Thanwi (1863–1943)—which one of her students introduced to her at this time,
were catalysts in this development and the work provided the title for a series
of drawings made in 2005. 31 Often gifted to a woman at the time of marriage,
this book provided, along with the author’s interpretation of Muslim law, a
detailed guide on how to behave—even in the most intimate ways. Fascinated
by the restrictiveness of its detail, Khan studied this as part of her work which,
enigmatically, became more explicit as she ‘suggested an alternative reality to
the one [that was] prescribed’. 32
Within this ever-shifting dialogue of prescription and possibility, the polemic
of Western feminism seemed out-of-place, while its blanket assumption of
belatedness seemed offensively colonial.33 As a result, Khan has been concerned
both to excavate texts and myths from South Asian, particularly Urdu, culture
and also to make a stronger, multilayered contact with the city in which she
lives and the other people who reside there. One of the main ways in which
she accomplished this was by working outside the studio. The project Henna
Hands (2003–06) used henna, a medium traditionally associated with female
ornamentation, to create, by means of hand-shaped templates that inevitably
evoked the image of the Hamsa (Hand of Fatima), a series of different graffitilike
paintings of fragmented female nudes on the walls of old buildings in areas of
Karachi that were undergoing demolition and reconstruction. 34 The women’s bodies
were realistic and imperfect, yet these ‘naked’ works were, to some people at least,
a provocation, particularly if they were situated near a poster for a religious event
such as a march for jihad sponsored by an Islamic students’ organisation.35 Then,
retribution was swift and the ‘offence’, like the women it exposed, was covered and
punished. But other examples of these works were left alone to fade slowly in the
glare of the sun or the torrential rains of the monsoon.

Heavenly Ornaments (II)
2005
Charcoal, Conté and acrylic
on Fabriano paper
275 x 153 cm (108 ¼ x 60 ¼ in)
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During 2006 and 2007, Khan returned to work in her studio on assertive images of the
female body and its imprint that had had virtually no relation to traditional South Asian
representations of women in painting, sculpture or literature. In drawings, watercolours
and objects, she collided the ‘forbidden’ feminine realm of lingerie and corsetry with
armoured, galvanised steel carapaces of different shapes and states that ‘all seemed
to represent some part of myself or how the body is felt. There were armour works
with spikes on the outside, spikes inverted, sort of cradle-pouch-belly, the pregnancy
armour….chastity belts, bullet proof vests’.36 The work is equivocal in that, in the spirit
of one of her subjects, the Rani of Jhansi (a warrior heroine of the Indian Rebellion of
1857),37 it expresses the aggression of ‘male’ armour while, at the same time, suggesting
the sadomasochistic pleasures of domination, submission and confinement. As
perversely attractive as these objects and the works related to them may seem, the
sense of confinement they generated proved to be conceptual as well as physical. Khan
needed a different kind of body—a parallel body—on which to work, and stumbled
across this on the island of Manora while in the process of finding a quiet, uncrowded
environment, near but separate from the city, where she could walk and reflect.
Once a proud bastion of Empire, now made obsolete by the booming container port
along the coast, this once-flourishing island is, bar its naval base and academy, almost
deserted, but still vigilantly patrolled by the naval police. In the seven years she has
been going there, Khan has noticed an increased level of surveillance, a symptom of
endemic paranoia about terrorism. Its empty, marginal spaces both reflect and portray
change clearly, quickly and symbolically. A small ripple is relatively harmless here, but if
it were amplified over the whole country, it could soon become a crashing tsunami. Yet
reality is the foundation of this allegory: in September 2008, the death of four children
on the island, crushed by a wall on the site of the F. B. Public School building, would be a
tragedy in any place.38
Over these seven years, the island has been for Khan both a sounding board and source
of knowledge that has enabled her to locate and develop her feelings about a much
larger social body that could encompass the whole country or a much wider region. Her
thinly painted, multilayered oil painting In This Landscape There Is No Certainty (2011)
foregrounds the bleakness of the island with concrete pylons, annotations by the artist
and a failed luxury housing development set against the behemoth of the teeming
city of Karachi on the other side of the narrow straight.39 By the time she painted The
Streets Are Rising (2013), a sardonic riposte to Umberto Boccioni’s Futurist paean to
human and mechanised construction The City Rises (1910), the island’s void had been
filled and littered with debris and barracks; smashed, upturned cars; another beached
whale; submerged notations; threatening, nondescript, concrete structures; and then,
zooming the eye towards the horizon, the line of the Indus River with the hungry city
throbbing beyond it.40 Within this chaotic desolation, objects, streets and buildings
seem to have taken over the world, no place for humanity remains.

The Streets Are Rising
2013
Oil on canvas
200 x 256 cm (78 ¾ x 100 ¾ in)
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We have entered the world of W. B. Yeats’s apocalyptic poem The Second Coming
(1920)—‘Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold…’—a work that Khan references
in the title of her drawing The Structures Do Not Hold (2011), which reveals
the fragmentariness of the constructed city with its half-finished structures,
scaffoldings and temporary barracks and tents.41 Yet, as we can see from the works
that she has recently completed for the present exhibition, Undoing / Ongoing
at Rossi & Rossi, the city, or the life that should exist within it, continues as a
threatened, organic structure in the body and guts of the whale, a creature that,
in one form or another, continues to appear repeatedly.42
In a number of Khan’s larger new paintings, the city of Karachi appears as a dark,
oily shadow or reflection, inverted at the bottom of the canvas. Against this
background, Breakage (2015) depicts the island as a fractured, bisected plan,
overlain and ‘unified’ in red paint by what seem to be the scattered footprints of
unknown red buildings. Flickering between plan and silhouette, between flatness
and three-dimensionality, the central form of this work suggests to Khan ‘a large
pylon under the ground. Something floating, contained and yet rooted. I was
thinking, does concrete have a memory of its pouring? Does this object carry
within it a history, and a memory of what it will become?’43 Like people, objects,
she implies, have lives and memories of their own because they are interwoven into
the same flux, force and pattern. The island, its form, and the things on it, operate
therefore as both a beacon and a mirror in which past, present and future connect
and flow together backwards and forwards in time. This inexorable sense of flux is
made explicit in Undoing / Ongoing, the title of this exhibition, with its intimation
that any sense of hope or progress is immediately pushed back—‘undone’—in a
constant Sisyphean labour.

indictment for any humane person who is fortunate enough not to be directly
affected. In Khan’s work, this concern has come together in paintings such as
Shoreline (2015), a ‘nightscape’ in which vast crowds hover spectrally in a vast tent,
and her other images of shanties and tents. She feels that these flimsy structures,
of a kind that may be seen in refugee camps anywhere in the world and which have
become part of the daily global news feed, insist, like the people who have to call
them home, on the necessity of a shift in borders in order that they may survive.
‘THERE ARE NO BORDERS HERE’, the accusatory motto of those who occupy the
crowded refugee camps in Calais, France, has resounded across the world, not only
as a statement of desire by people who, for reasons of war or poverty, are unable
to exist where they were born, but also as a challenge to us, the majority, who
accept the authoritarian impermeability of borders so unquestioningly—around
our countries, our attitudes, our lives.
Paying obeisance neither to politics, sociology, cultural studies nor propaganda,
these recent works, along with the others shown in this exhibition, have become
‘about’ such a shift. Their content, along with the ways in which they have been
conceived and made, are an embodiment of what Khan has described as ‘a tentative
realignment, a negotiation of new boundaries’.45 This desire has fuelled all of her
work, digging into the belly of the Leviathan through the revelatory power of image
and imagination.

A similar tension and uncertainty is also evident in The Layers of the City—Do
They Stick? (2015), an ominous painting in which the bleeding carcass of a whale
foregrounds tents, shanties and a pylon with the ever-present city beyond. If
the inequities of both past and present are fixed in a constant state of churning,
exacerbated by successive waves of migrants due to war, urban strife or natural
disaster, what stability or kindness, Khan asks, will ever be achieved?44 The
decomposing guts of a whale are a far-from-pretty sight, and her drawings and
paintings of them provide little comfort other than a search for life or beauty in
the abject. The ghosts of classical columns in one of the studies, Whale under
Construction (2015), reinforce the sense that they are a metaphor for desperation
and decay.

David Elliott is a curator and writer who has directed a number of museums and art institutions
in Europe, Asia and the Pacific. He was Artistic Director of the 4th International Biennale of
Young Artists in Moscow, which took place in summer 2014. His new book, Art and Trousers:
Tradition and Modernity in Contemporary Asian Art, will be published at the end of 2016.

The present, seemingly insoluble, refugee crises in Syria, Africa, the Middle East
and Europe, as well as Pakistan’s own chronic problems ever since the 1947 Partition,
is testing the international capacity to help, and presents a constant nagging

6 Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), Leviathan: Or The Matter, Forme & Power
of a Common-Wealth Ecclesiasticall and Civill, London, 1651.
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1 Naiza Khan, from the soundtrack for her video Restore the Boundaries, 2009.
2 Naiza Khan, email to the author, 7 July 2015.
3 Between the Temple and the Playground, 2011, oil on canvas, 270 x 200
cm (106 x 78 ½ in). The city of Karachi is largely built on sand.
4 William Blake (1757–1827) from Auguries of Innocence, 1803, ‘To see a World in a Grain of Sand /
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower/ Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand / And Eternity in an hour’.
5 Naiza Khan, email to the author, 28 July 2015.

7 Naiza Khan in Iftikhar Dadi and Naiza Khan, ‘Manora to Karachi: A Conversation’,
Naiza Khan: Works, 1987–2013, Hong Kong, ArtAsiaPacific, 2013, p. 136.

8 Fath-e-Mubarak (Blessed Conquest) 1843, 2011, ink and watercolour on Arches paper, 36 x 51
cm (14 x 20 in); Snow Globe, 2009, watercolour, digital print and ink, 40.5 x 51 cm (16 x 20 in).
9 Iftikhar Dadi, ‘Manora’s Fraught Trajectories’, Naiza H. Khan—Restore the Boundaries:
The Manora Project (exh. cat.), London, Rossi & Rossi, 2010, pp. 7, 8.
10 Drawings for Morriro’s Fossil, 2009, ink on paper, 21 x 15 cm (8 ¼ x
5 ¾ in) (two drawings made for unrealised installations).
11 Whale under Construction, 2012, brass, 12 x 13 x 12 cm (4 ¾ x 12 x 4 ¾ in).
12 Naiza Khan, email to the author, 7 July 2015.
13 Naiza Khan, interview with the author in her London studio, 22 June 2015.
14 J. H. W. Hall, Scenes in a Soldier’s Life: A Narrative of the Principle Events in Scinde, Beloochistan
and Affghanistan during 1839–1843, London, Longman, 1848. The two drawings in question are How
We Mark the Land Becomes Part of Its History, 2014, charcoal on Waterford paper, 118 x 153.5 cm (46
½ x 60 ½ in) and Sand Storm, 2014, charcoal on Waterford paper, 118 x 153.5 cm (46 ½ x 60 ½ in).

33 Iftikhar Dadi, ‘Allegories of Encounter’ in Naiza H. Khan, The Skin She Wears
(exh. cat.), London, Rossi & Rossi, 2008, pp. 12–23, gives the background
on recent discussions about women’s rights in Pakistan.
34 The Hand of Fatima, the prophet Mohammed’s daughter,
represents purity, loyalty, truth and faith.
35 Karin Zitzewitz, ‘Life in Ruins: Materiality, the City, and the Production of Critique
in the Art of Naiza Khan’, in The Journal of Asian Studies, March 2015, p. 6.
36 Naiza Khan, email to the author, 27 July 2015.
37 Armour Suit for the Rani of Jhansi, 2008, galvanized steel, feathers
and leather, 90 x 45 x 35 cm (35 ½ x 17 ½ x 13 ½ in).
38 This incident triggered and was referred to in Khan’s video Homage, 2010.
39 In This Landscape There Is No Certainty, 2011, oil on canvas, 122 x 180 cm (44 x 72 in).

15 On the Frontline, 2007, silver gelatin print, 51 x 61 cm (20 x 24 in). Photo by Arif Mahmood.

40 The Streets Are Rising, 2013, oil on canvas, 200 x 256 cm (78 ¾ x 100 ¾ in). The painting
by Umberto Boccioni is in the collection of the Museum of Modern Art in New York.

16 Naiza Khan, email to the author, 27 June 2015.

41 The Structures Do Not Hold, 2011, ink and watercolour on Arches paper, 51 x 36 cm (14 x 20 in).

17 Where Is the Shadow of Conscience: February 25th, 1989, woodcut on paper, 163 x 69 cm (64 x 27 in).

42 The examples shown in the exhibition are Whale under Construction, 2012, brass,
12 x 30 x 12 cm (4 ¾ x 12 x 4 ¾ in); Whale, 2014, watercolour on Fabriano paper, 41 x
61 cm (18 x 24 in); The Layers of the City, 2015, oil on canvas 137 x 162.5 cm (54 x 64
in); Whale under Construction, 2015, oil on canvas, 132 x 203.5 cm (52 x 80 in).

18 Naiza Khan, email to the author, 6 August 2015. She recalls that this work was exhibited in
the Oxford Union, but was removed after one day because of a complaint about its content.
19 Look at the City, 1987, woodcut and collage on handmade paper, 91.4 x 61 cm (36 x 24 in).
20 Yahaan Se Shehr Ko Dekho (II) (Look at the City from Here), 1987, charcoal,
acrylic and collage on paper, 202.3 x 149.5 cm (79 ½ x 58 ¾ in). The title of this
work comes from the poem (of the same name) by Faiz Ahmed Faiz.
21 Naiza Khan, email to the author, 27 July 2015.

43 Breakage, 2015, oil on canvas, 120 x 150 cm (47 ¼ x 59 in). Naiza Khan, email to
the author, 28 July 2015.
44 Ibid.
45 Ibid.

22 Iftikhar Dadi had previously attended a Triangle Workshop in Delhi, and in 1998 invited
Robert Loder, the chairman of Triangle, to visit Karachi with a view to organising a similar
development. After a year, Dadi moved to take his PhD at Cornell University in Upstate New
York and Khan became the main organiser of the Vasl Artists’ Collective. The collective’s first
International Artists’ Workshop took place in 2001. Vasl in Urdu means ‘meeting point’.
23 All the World’s a Stage (Hali Triptych), 1993, charcoal on paper, 100 x 70 cm (each) (39 ½ x 27 ½ in).
24 Naiza Khan, email to the author, 6 August 2015.
25 Burnt Torso (I) and (II), 1994, charcoal and Conté on paper, each 100 x 70 cm (39 ½ x 27 ½ in).
26 Naiza Khan, email to the author, 6 August 2015.
27 Her Body in Four Parts, 1995, diptych of eight panels, silk organza, silver wire thread on stretched
canvas (four panels), charcoal on stretched canvas (four panels), each panel 61 x 61 cm (23 ½ x 23 ½ in).
28 Naiza Khan, email to the author, 27 July 2015.
29 Hair Falls as Night, 1996, pencil and acrylic on canvas, 61 x 121.9 cm (23 ½ x 48 in) (two panels out
of four). Artist’s book: acrylic, typewriter and inkjet print on kozo paper, 25.2 x 20.5 cm (10 x 8 in).
30 Naiza Khan, email to the author, 28 July 2015.
31 Heavenly Ornaments (I) and (II), 2005, charcoal, Conté and acrylic
on Fabriano paper, 275 x 153 cm (each) (108 ¼ x 60 ¼ in).
32 Naiza Khan, email to the author, 27 July 2015.
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Layers of the City
2015
Oil on canvas
137 x 162.5 cm (54 x 64 in)
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Whale under Construction
2015
Oil on canvas
132 x 203.25 cm (52 x 80 in)
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2015
Oil on canvas
120 x 150 cm (47 ¼ x 59 in)
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2015
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137 x 162.5 cm (54 x 64 in)
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Dwelling II
2015
Oil on linen
45 x 65 cm (17 ¾ x 25 ½ in)
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WATERCOLOUR
&
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Portrait of a Tent I
2015
Watercolour on Fabriano paper
46 x 61 cm (18 x 24 in)

Portrait of a Tent II
2015
Watercolour on Fabriano paper
46 x 61 cm (18 x 24 in)
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Sea under Construction
2014
Watercolour on Fabriano paper
46 x 61 cm (18 x 24 in)

Landfill I
2015
Watercolour on Fabriano paper
46 x 61 cm (18 x 24 in)
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Landfill II
2015
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2015
Watercolour on Fabriano paper
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2015
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Cast I
2015
Watercolour on Fabriano paper
46 x 61 cm (18 x 24 in)

Cast II
2015
Watercolour on Fabriano paper
46 x 61 cm (18 x 24 in)
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Alignment
2015
Watercolour on Fabriano paper
46 x 61 cm (18 x 24 in)

Whale
2014
Watercolour on Fabriano paper
46 x 61 cm (18 x 24 in)
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Cast of a City
2015
Watercolour on Fabriano paper
56 x 77 cm (22 x 30 ¼ in)

Cast of a City I
2015
Watercolour on Fabriano paper
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2015
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2015
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The Land Was Once Free
2015
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SCULPTURE

Seepi-ghar (shell home)
under Construction I
2012
Brass
22 x 16 x 16 cm (8 ¾ x 6 ¼ x 6 ¼ in)

Seepi-ghar (shell home)
under Construction II
2012
Brass
19 x 23 x 9 cm (7 ½ x 9 x 3 ½ in)
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Whale under Construction
2012
Brass
12 x 30 x 12 cm
(4 ¾ x 12 x 4 ¾ in)

Oyster
2014
Brass
28 x 28 x 13 cm (11 x 11 x 5 in)
Edition 3 of 3
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