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I don’t keep a diary. On March 15th, 2020, I fell down the rabbit hole 
and, like Alice, the world around me felt “curiouser and curiouser.” 
As the Mad Hatter in Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass 
states, “If I had a world of my own, everything would be nonsense. 
Nothing would be what it is, because everything would be what it 
isn’t. And contrary wise, what is, it wouldn’t be. And what it wouldn’t 
be, it would. You see?” 1

 The absurdist reality of the Mad Hatter’s world became mine 
during the pandemic of Covid-19. It was the catalyst for three shows 
I co-curated over the course of 2020: “LAL JADOO/RED MAGIC,” 
“The Trojan Donkey,” “If These Walls Could Talk,” as well as a 
performance work of my own, Healing II. Each exhibition organically 
led to the other and bore witness to these times. The first show in 
this trilogy had to adjust to the new reality; the second capitalized 
on the lockdown; and the third allowed limited human interaction in 
the “new normal.” These series of events were not preplanned and 
one surrealistically led to the other. The four catalogs that document 
these events form my Corona Chronicles becoming my journal of 
this plague.
  “Beware the ides of March,” warned the soothsayer in 
Shakespeare’s play Julius Caesar. 2 The Ides of March falls on the 
15th, a notable date for the ancient Romans as a deadline for settling 
debts.3 It later became known as the date of the assassination 
of Caesar after he tried to undermine the Roman Republic. On 
March 15th 2020, my co-curator Sara Vaqar Pagganwala and I had 
scheduled our one-night only performance art happening, “LAL 
JADOO/RED MAGIC,” in Karachi. Our venue was a semi-abandoned 
office building on I.I. Chundrigar Road, the Wall Street of Pakistan. 
Because of the extremely busy nature of the thoroughfare, we both 
had decided to keep the show on a Sunday when offices are closed. 

This happened to fall on the Ides of March. This was an appealing date for us 
because it represented a rebellion against tyranny and dictatorship. 
 Performance art is relatively young in Pakistan and, because of its newness 
and ephemeral nature, can be a means of addressing challenging issues in our 
society and be a vehicle of protest. The focus of “LAL JADOO/RED MAGIC” was 
this emerging art form in Pakistan and its history. We not only included 22 archival 
works from the past but also featured 43 live performances. This happening was 
envisioned as an experiential event in which the audience would be required to 
traverse a labyrinth of rooms and stairs engaging their senses of sight, sound, 
smell and touch. However, on March 13th, a lockdown was announced in Karachi 
and “LAL JADOO/RED MAGIC” was accessed only on live feed.4 For the first time 
in my life, I went on social media to demand that people not attend in person. I 
remember this being extremely frustrating for me, as we had worked for months 
on the project.  
 Karachi went under extreme lockdown and a curfew was announced. During 
this quarantine, Sara, Adam Fahy-Majeed and I agreed over the course of extensive 
phone conversations to curate another performance show, which we titled “The 
Trojan Donkey.” Given the pandemic, the exhibition had to be virtual. This meant 
our scope could expand beyond Pakistan. My curatorial interest has always been 
cross-disciplinary. We reached out to artists, actors, directors, architects, critics, 
poets, curators and students across the globe to either go live on April 25th, 2020 
or send us a video which we would upload on that date to our Facebook page.5 
Although most of the works were made specifically for the show, some of the 
artists chose to contribute earlier ones that they felt were relevant to the thematic. 
This endeavor was an attempt to bypass barriers and document our shared human 
experience of isolation and plague. Due to the extremely short period of time we 
had to realize this event, there was a sense of urgency. As a result, the happening 
that emerged had an incredible, raw honesty. We chose the controversial platform 
of Facebook for “The Trojan Donkey” because it was free of cost. While this site is 
sometimes used to divide people, we wanted it to bring the world together without 
any preconceived political agenda. “The Trojan Donkey” went live between 9:18 
pm and 11:13 pm (Pakistan Standard Time) on a Saturday with 85 works infiltrating 
walls in an attempt to record our globally shared experience and our reactions to 
it. For me it was a postcard of these times.
 The lockdown continued for months in Karachi. Beaches, restaurants and 
health clubs remained closed and large public gatherings were banned. During 
this isolation, I was fortunate to have the catalogs for the past two shows to work 
upon. Perhaps the energy of the performative works I was documenting seeped 
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into my bones and I felt the great need to create a new work of my own. I called it 
Healing II. A decade ago, in 2010, my performance, The Healing, was presented for 
a public event at the Beach Luxury Hotel in Karachi honoring the late Ali Imam. One 
of the first and most pivotal gallerists of Pakistan, Imam was a very close friend of 
both my mother and father. The Healing took place three years after the murder of 
my parents and their maid by their recently hired driver and his accomplice.6 The 
specter of death looming large during this pandemic, it felt imperative to me to 
have a second iteration of the work. As in The Healing, I had my head shaved. The 
participants in both works were people who were close to me. Healing II, however, 
did not have an audience and I did not live stream it. It occurred on the roof of my 
gallery on June 31st, 2020 and was documented for video.  

In the middle of May, I reconnected with an old friend from high school, Ayesha 
Baigmohamed, who had recently moved back to Karachi from Washington, DC and 
was in charge of the Village Restaurant, which has been owned by her family for 
decades. It is well known for serving Pakistani barbeque, and, in its heyday in the 
1970s, was the place to be. In 2002, in the post-9/11 world, it became infamous 
as the site of the kidnapping of the American journalist Daniel Pearl, who was 
later beheaded by terrorists.7 The restaurant is located smack in the heart of the 
metropolis at the starting point of Shahrah-e-Faisal, a boulevard that runs across 
Karachi and is one of its busiest. It has large parking lots and, because of Ayesha’s 
enthusiasm and support, was ideal for our next curatorial venture, “If These Walls 
Could Talk.” My co-curator Sara and I envisioned a public art event in which the 
audience would remain in their cars and witness over 77 minutes of art videos 
silently projected upon a large outside wall of the restaurant. Although the videos 
were soundless, they would talk to the audience through visuals, removing the 
barrier of language that can sometimes divide us. This was also exciting for us 
because the large projection would be visible from the street outside and could 
therefore access a wider public. Our show was scheduled for August 18th, 2020. On 
August 10th, all lockdown restrictions were removed in Pakistan. I was extremely 
concerned, however, that this deadly virus was still very much prevalent and I was 
happy about the social distancing measures that we had taken. 
 “If These Walls Could Talk” featured 34 video/film works from 21 countries. 
Each of the works was around three minutes or less in duration giving the 
audience a fast-paced visual kaleidoscope. The idea was to bring forth a myriad of 
perspectives and we hoped to form a narrative through their juxtaposition. We had 
decided to organize the show into five sections: Perspective, Conflict, Marking, 
Loss and Quest. The exhibition was introduced by perspective. It began with 

James Beckett’s almost still postcard view of a lake leading to Hammad Anees’s 
frenetic drone footage of Ranikot, a historic fort in Sindh. Faisal Anwer’s text-
based projection referenced a new media work from the 1980s and Jamshed Irani 
transported us to a dreamlike vision of Karachi. Perched upon boulders, Tazeen 
Qayyum stared at a body of water. This was followed by Mithu Sen’s words of 
“unpoetry,” which slowly appeared and disappeared on a white background. The 
section ended with Danish Raza’s darkly humorous animation about Karachi.
 In conflict, Sebastián Díaz Morales followed a boy wrestling an unforgiving 
wind while he tried to carry a plank up a barren hill. Gordon Cheung appropriated 
a photograph of a burning police station in Minneapolis on May 30th 2020, which 
gradually distorted. Abi Tariq digitally deconstructed his own body as he crawled in 
a forest. Amani Vaqar Pagganwala filmed within her family’s colonial-era property 
to create an ominous, dark atmosphere and Muhammad Osama Saeed fled from 
his inner being. Finally, Nadia Kaabi-Linke presented two archival photographs 
that were used as advertising materials for a spectacle called “Savage South 
Africa” which was one of the main attractions of the Greater Britain exhibition in 
London in 1899.  
 Li Wei, covered in a diaphanous red shroud, marked the sky as he floated 
above an urban skyline. In her performance, Hura Mirshekari marked the space 
between herself and a female companion while a Persian poem by Mehdi 
Yarmohammadi appeared in translated English subtitles. Alexandre Bavard painted 
urban walls in fluid, calligraphic gestures and Nayan Kulkarni’s two ballet shoes 
swung hypnotically before an animated computer grid before being punched. 
Roohi Ahmed marked the palm of her hand by stitching it with red thread and 
Baptist Coelho used marking on packaging, transforming it into paper boats that 
sailed away. Lastly, Shehzar Abro’s animation featured a graffiti artist marking the 
walls of a subway. 
 In loss, Jamil Dehlavi used edited footage from his 1975 film Towers of Silence 
to speak about death and carnage. Laurence Hugues filmed derelict, abandoned 
cars in a junkyard in New Delhi and Richard Humann documented the “talking 
walls” of street art in New York City in these turbulent times. Angeline Malik, 
trapped in a bare white room, protested her loss of freedom while Alana Hunt 
commented upon British colonialism in Australia using rewritten footage from the 
film Kings in Grass Castles with English and Urdu subtitles. Ivan Lam allowed us 
to view his empty studio as a digital clock ticked for three minutes and three 
seconds. Broersen and Lukács made use of visuals from news reports of a world 
convulsed by conflict for their spatial collage. 
 Carlos Acero Ruiz commented on the quest for education as he recorded 
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children on their way to school in Haiti where literacy is around 50 percent. R. M. 
Naeem emerged from water in a spiritual awakening and Lujane Vaqar Pagganwala 
declared, “I am the guru,” giving us absurdist guidance in her animation. Stephen 
Sheehan earnestly watered a small patch of AstroTurf and Mohsin Shafi portrayed 
the fervor and zeal of devotees at Mela Chiraghan, which is one of the oldest Sufi 
festivals of the subcontinent. Honi Ryan and companions dressed in white took 
a silent pilgrimage through the streets of Lahore. Heidi Hatry ended our show by 
climbing a wall expressing her desire and quest for freedom and ascension. 

In conclusion, the attempt of “If These Walls Could Talk” was to allow artists’ voices 
from across the world to be heard in my home city of Karachi. The silent projection 
was not only seen by the socially distanced audience in their individual cars but 
by the city at large owing to the centrally located venue of the Village Restaurant. 
Although the videos and films were without sound, they communicated loud and 
clear. As the director of the silent Surrealist film Un Chien Andalou (An Andalusian 
Dog) (1929) Luis Buñuel, famously said: “Fortunately, somewhere between chance 
and mystery lies imagination, the only thing that protects our freedom, despite 
the fact that people keep trying to reduce it or kill it off altogether.”8 This show 
tried to ignite this “imagination” and freed itself from any particular point of view. 
Removing language served to dismantle cognitive barriers. This was an attempt to 
dream collectively in our increasingly polarized world. 
 “If These Walls Could Talk” was the last iteration of a series of shows, and 
a performance work, that were a reaction to this pandemic. They became my 
chronicles. This was an organic process that seemed to have an energy of its own. I 
have never before curated exhibitions back-to-back in such a short period of time. 
On the Ides of March, 2020, I went through the looking glass by co-curating “LAL 
JADOO/RED MAGIC” in Karachi with Sara, a happening of Pakistani performance. 
At the height of the lockdown on April 25th, Adam, Sara and I curated “The Trojan 
Donkey,” another performance-based show, this one virtual and global. I then felt 
the need to create a performance work of my own, Healing II, which was extremely 
personal. Lastly, after many months of quarantine, “If These Walls Could Talk” was 
an in-person, socially distanced viewing of international new media works. Having 
minimal funding for any of these events, I was very grateful for the generosity 
of the artists, since many of their works were conceived specifically for the 
exhibitions.  
 This is an era of plague and isolation. I cannot help but be reminded of another 
epidemic in my lifetime. AIDS was sweeping across marginalized communities in 
the late 1980s and ‘90s, when, as a young adult, I had moved to New York City after 

completing my undergraduate degree at Yale. It was a time of great fear and loss. 
With no effective medication for the disease, it was a death sentence at that time. 
The world seemed deaf to this suffering. Avram Finkelstein and five others came 
up with their iconic Silence=Death poster in 1987 to bring urgent attention to the 
devastation this virus was causing.9 I recall seeing it plastered all over the city at 
the time. Covid-19 is also deadly for the most vulnerable, including the old and 
those with preexisting medical conditions. 
 In these times, the slogan Silence=Death rings equally true. There seems 
to be a great need for walls to talk. Reinforcing this urgent requirement to 
communicate, Sara and I organized two webinars. The first, for “LAL JADOO/
RED MAGIC” held on August 8th, 2020, was an internal Pakistani dialogue about 
performance art in our context. Our panelists ranged in age from Natasha Jozi 
(born 1988), an artist engaged with this medium, to Salima Hashmi (born 1942), 
an art historian and pioneer of performative work, who emphatically stated: “Right 
now is the time when the sounds of silence are absolutely all around us. I think 
this is the time when perhaps this is the art form that we should all look at.”10 This 
was followed on September 26th by a discussion for “The Trojan Donkey,” which 
included some of the artists and thinkers that were part of the show and brought 
perspectives both from the South and the North.11 It was hacked and, although 
this was disturbing, it became a point of departure for some of the conversation.
 The racist vitriol emanating from the violation of our webinar also 
reemphasized the need to talk and communicate. In spite of humanity sharing 
a communal experience during this pandemic, we have become increasingly 
polarized. Platforms such as Facebook, which we employed for “The Trojan 
Donkey,” have sometimes exasperated these divisions. In our post 9/11 world, 
populism is on the rise and there seems to exist an “us versus them” philosophy. 
The Village Restaurant itself, the venue for “If These Walls Could Talk,” became 
a symbol of schisms. In the 1970s, it was a center of liberal social activity. My 
parents, who were very much part of that era, perceived Islam to be a forward-
thinking, inclusive religion. However, the space for moderates began to shrink at 
the end of the decade. In 1979, General Zia ul Haq overthrew the democratically 
elected government of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, whom he subsequently hanged, and 
began the Islamization of the country.12 In 2002, the Village Restaurant became 
notorious as the site of the kidnapping of Daniel Pearl, who was lured there by 
terrorists. The horror of his subsequent beheading continued the tragedy of 9/11 
and its ramifications for Pakistan and our world. 
 Humanity remains at odds with itself. For me, this is very hard to understand, 
especially at a moment of plague when we have a virus that affects us all equally, 



28

Endnotes

1  Lewis Caroll, “A Quote from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland / Through the Looking-Glass,” 
Goodreads, accessed December 17, 2020,  https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/59394-if-i-had-a-
world-of-my-own-everything-would)
2   William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, Act 1, Scene II.
3  Brian Handwerk, “Ides of March: What Is It? Why Do We Still Observe It?” National Geographic 
News, March 16, 2012, https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2012/3/120315-ides-of-march-
beware-caesar-what-when-shakespeare-quote/.
4  https://www.facebook.com/Lal-Jadoo-102720768031511/.
5  https://www.facebook.com/TheTrojanDonkey/.
6  Ishaq Tanoli, “Two Get Life Term in Gulgee Murder Case,” Dawn, May 24, 2017,
https://www.dawn.com/news/1335003.
7  “Pearl Murder Trial Starts in Karachi,” The Irish Times, April 23, 2002, https://www.irishtimes.
com/news/pearl-murder-trial-starts-in-karachi-1.1086046.
8  Luis Buñuel, “A Quote by Luis Buñuel,” Goodreads, accessed December 17, 2020,  https://
www.goodreads.com/quotes/305850-fortunately-somewhere-between-chance-and-mystery-lies-
imagination-the-only.
9  Theodore Kerr, “How Six NYC Activists Changed History With ‘Silence = Death,’” The Village 
Voice, June 20, 2017,
https://www.villagevoice.com/2017/06/20/how-six-nyc-activists-changed-history-with-silence-
death/.
10  Amin Gulgee, Sara Pagganwala, “Post-Show Talk for ‘Lal Jadoo’: An Informal Conversation about 
Performance Art in the Context of Pakistan,” (webinar from the Amin Gulgee Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan, 
August 8, 2020),
https://www.facebook.com/721307482/posts/10157260442597483/?d=w.
11  Amin Gulgee, Sara Pagganwala, “Post-Show Talk for ‘The Trojan Donkey’: What is the Answer? 
But then What is the Question?” (webinar from the Amin Gulgee Gallery, Karachi, Pakistan, September 26, 
2020),
https://www.facebook.com/721307482/posts/10157365586667483/?d=w.
12  Haseeb Asif, “General Ziaul Haq: The Man to Answer for A Lot that Went Wrong in Pakistan,” The 
Herald, October 8, 2018, https://herald.dawn.com/news/1398686.
13  Chigozie Obioma, The Fishermen (London: ONE, 2015), 264.

regardless of political belief or ethnicity. Being surrounded by death over these 
months made me think of priorities and what is truly important. For me as a curator 
and an artist, it was essential to present a point of view that was not narrow but 
vast. Walls can divide us but they can also become reflective surfaces that speak 
out loud and remind us of all that unites us. Sara and I posted the entirety of “If 
These Wall Could Talk” on the wall of our dedicated Facebook page on December 
12th, 2020. The hope was for it to be heard by a wider audience.
 Chigozie Obioma’s dark novel, The Fishermen, recounts a tale of brother 
pitted against brother and a family destroyed because of a prophecy made by 
a “mad man.” The story takes place in western Nigeria and becomes, I feel, an 
allegory for the civil war that tore apart that nation. At the end of the book, after 
one brother has killed another, and the young narrator, Ben, is reluctantly led to 
murder the mad man, he expresses a longing for innocence: 

I watched the fish closely because I’d not seen them swimming in a 
long time. I used to wish I was a fish and that all my brothers were fish 
too. And that all we did, all day, every day, was swim forever and ever 
and ever.13 

This is perhaps the naïve hope that I have that we can all be fishes in the deep 
blue sea of our mother earth.
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-Hlorn
December 2020

Hlorn is a sound poem as taught by Tristan Tzara, one of the founders 
and central figures of an intellectual and literary movement whose 
followers espoused intentional irrationality. The movement known 
as Dadaism was a response to the modern age.1 In fact, the above is 
a literal reenactment of the performative response that we received 
to ‘If These Walls Could Talk’. A silent new media drive through 
exhibition, curated by Amin Gulgee and myself, comprised of thirty-
four artists from twenty-one different countries that took place at 
the Village Restaurant in Karachi on the 18th of August, earlier this 
year. 
 Bang center in the pulsing heart of the city on Merewether 
Road in Civil Lines, we stood in the parking lot of the 1960’s born 
Village restaurant. You feel like moles amidst the skyscrapers that 
stand gaunt in the shell of what was prime downtown once upon a 
time. As I digest the panoramic view around me, I come to realize 
our city is like a marathon runner. It refuses to eat or drink and just 
keeps on going; never to rest, never to sleep. It is high strung on 
energy, but the years have caught up. 
 

by Sara Vaqar Pagganwala  I’m suddenly hit by a wave of nostalgia as I reminisce the olden days. The joy 
of walking across the street from our house for tikkas or grabbing hot naans and 
taking a tonga ride to Frere Hall and looking for the Baba with his ‘Paxy’ mint candy 
rairy (cart) for a few aanas (pennies). Suddenly, I feel someone’s eyes boring into 
me and snap back to see a man loiter in one of the windows of the adjacent flats 
right next to our thirty-by-thirty feet screen, a perfect juxtaposition of the real and 
virtual.
 I turn to my left and see a bazillion window eyes in Avari Towers, while what 
is left of the iconic Hotel Metropole and the Palace Cinema call out memories 
of stories past-buildings that were once a beacon of their age. There is more 
present than meets the eye, the stories embedded are alive and throbbing in the 
surroundings.
 If a Dadaist event and a Surrealist happening would have given birth, it would 
be nothing short of the cacophony of car horns honking and headlights flashing 
on the eve of the exhibit. To come to think about it, the Dadaists of the 20th century 
prized nonsense, absurdity and instinct. I suppose the apple doesn’t fall so far 
from the tree-a hundred years later, we are still rejecting reason and rationale as 
we try and adapt to the circumstances of our situations. It is the circa of the new 
millennium plague art. It is art in the times of Corona. 
 The Covid-19 crisis has raised a raft of questions and prompted an 
experimental lab of sorts to troubleshoot different ways of exhibiting. In the third 
show of these current times, there has been much an oscillation between the 
virtual and the real, curating against the backdrop of broader social and cultural 
processes. The processes of which there has been a transition of the new 
appreciation of the aesthetic encounter; an evolution of the digital and hybrid. 
 However, this time the very modules of social media and digitization that 
bring about notions of depersonalization and desensitization are being used 
as tools of catharsis to act as the opposite. As practicing artists and curators 
both; our outlook on the Corona Chronicles as Amin calls our past two shows 
and his performance2, we both find it imperative to look at “the realm of human 
interactions and its social context, rather than the assertion of an independent and 
private symbolic space,” as Nicolas Bourriaud puts it in his writing on relational 
aesthetics.3 
 The social interstices created by doing a drive through exhibition of ‘If These 
Walls Could Talk’ managed to facilitate social interaction whilst maintaining strict 
SOPs that the virus dictated. This Bourriaud adopted Marxian interstice gave us 
the ability to bring together an amalgamation of different narratives from around 
the world and embed artistic processes into the Corona culture of our times. Along 



32

the course of learning from each show that we curated, came about new ways 
to defy the dominant system to carry on providing opportunities for collective 
engagement outside the norm with social distancing regulations intact. 4 
 How people discover or consume art will always remain in constant flux 
with the change of times. However, what remains as a common denominator to 
all our shows is the importance of archiving, documentation and accessibility as 
a fundamental part of the whole process. As our third show comes to an end and 
looking back in retrospect, I tried to understand the consequence of events that 
had occurred. Whilst doing so, I came across an article by Clark Buckner on ‘The 
Experimental Conditions of the Experimental Practice’. What struck me was when 
he said, “To many, of course, such claims to curatorial authorship seem hyperbolic. 
The endless analogies between curating and other practices seem overstated 
and fatuous—as if curating were some sort of meta-expertise”. 5

 It made me really think about the recent happenings. I’ll tell you one thing-
had these exaggerated ambitions lacked to exist we wouldn’t be able to embrace 
this marvelous potential for individual narratives within a sphere of sociality. We 
wouldn’t be able to narrate stories of our culture, of our times. This amount of 
eccentric imagination is key, as psychologist Bruce Hood explains, that the brain 
is hallucinating the experience, and had the experience been negated, so would 
the very existence of one.6 

Endnotes
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James Beckett’s research-based practice explores 
overlooked histories concerned with industrial 
development and the built environment. His resulting 
installations and works for public space deal with 
cultural signs that shape our experience in the modern 
era. COLGATE LAKE is a three-minute, undisturbed 
view of a placid body of water shaded by leafy trees 
in upstate New York. The seeming lack of narrative 
underscores, the artist states, the lake’s “indifference 
to either ownership or public function.” The lake 
was named after William Colgate (1783-1857), the 
soap industrialist who founded what would become 
the Colgate-Polmolive company in 1806. With his 
vast accumulation of wealth, Colgate acquired land 
holdings across New York throughout his life. The 
reservoir is now part of the 1500-acre Colgate Lake 
Wild Forest in the Catskill Forest Preserve, which is 
open to the public.
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b. 1977, Harare, Zimbabwe 
COLGATE LAKE, 2020, video, 3 min 
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Time & Space 1, 2020, drone photography, 2 min 48 sec 

In Hammad Anees’ video, the viewer is taken on 
a dizzying tour in and around the ruins of Ranikot, 
a Talpur fort in Sindh’s interior. Built between the 
17th and 19th centuries, the battlements were the 
last capital of the Amirs of Sind before it fell to the 
British. A racing drone that Anees designed and built 
himself—and the camera attached—zooms at hyper 
speed close to the red earth, between trees, through 
the aperture in a tower of stone, then through a free-
standing arch, and finally along the fort’s extensive 
ramparts, thought to be the world’s largest. The 
drone soars, swoops, makes somersaults, even 
glides past the artist himself, who, clad in shorts and 
a T-shirt, is manipulating its acrobatics. He states: 
“If my perception of space is defined by the body I 
am imprisoned within, and its inherent limitations, 
how do I break free? To develop a more complete 
understanding of space I use technology to move 
through it as a dragonfly, or a hummingbird would.” 
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b. 1970, Muree, Pakistan
WORDMapMind, 2020, single-channel HD video, 2 min 36 sec

Faisal Anwar is a creative innovator, new media artist 
and interaction designer, working between Canada 
and Pakistan. In his text-based video, various words 
or phrases flash in black or white lettering upon 
backgrounds of green, white, red, black, pink or 
yellow. Sometimes appearing sideways, sometimes 
upside-down, they announce: React; LookINSIDE; 
LIVE; LET OTHERS LIVE; evolve; beHappy; HELP; 
COLOUR; RESPECT; Be-humble; Letgo; Beyond; 
beGOOD; GIVE. The artist states: “WordMapMind is 
a video work inspired by the works of the American 
artist Jenny Holzer, who is known for her text-based 
projections, which took advantage of what was 
then new technology in the 80s to broadcast her 
messages to a wide audience. Using direct language, 
and often juxtaposing phrases, she forces the public 
to confront societal issues.”
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A graduate of the Indus Valley School of Art and 
Architecture, Jamshed Farhad Irani is a Karachi-
based filmmaker with his own production house, J F 
Irani Films. In the video created for the show, views 
of Karachi are juxtaposed with surreal imagery. In one 
shot, whales, seen from below, float in a sky turned 
sea above Bagh Ibne Qasim, a public park. In another, 
a man takes a leisurely, nighttime swim in one of the 
city’s normally fetid canals. In yet another, the artist 
himself, clad only in a bathing suit, ambles through the 
surf at Clifton Beach, the planet Jupiter looming large 
in the sky above. He states: “Of stories untold and the 
mind’s journey to unfold, lucid visuals play with the 
bizarre, to tell a tale of unconventional, multifaceted 
and parallel plots.”
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WHERE WORDS FALL SHORT, 2020, video, 1 min 38 sec
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In Tazeen Qayyum’s video, three images of the artist 
are superimposed upon one other as she stands 
barefoot on a rock, her back to us, looking out over a 
large body of water. As the current slowly drifts before 
her, one of the artist’s avatars slowly lifts her arms; 
the second follows suit, tossing back her head. The 
third sits down, and then lies on her back, as the other 
two hazily quaver above her, their arms outstretched 
in a pose of crucifixion. In the distance, a couple of 
speedboats glide past. All three manifestations of 
the artist seem disembodied, yet connected. Qayyum 
states: “Standing at a crossroads, we often feel 
confused and disoriented, completely overwhelmed 
by the time of transition between the old and the 
new, or feel excited and liberated by the realization 
of moving on. The video ‘Still Waters Run Deep’ in its 
short duration projects a vastness of solitude and 
stillness of time. A moment to quieten our mind with a 
willingness to go within, and follow our hearts calling 
to let go.” 
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b. 1973, Karachi, Pakistan
Still Waters Run Deep, 2020, single-channel HD video, 1 min 29 sec 
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Through her praxis of Lingual Anarchy, Mithu 
Sen reflects on issues of purposiveness, utility, 
translatability, and the communicability of language. 
Among these experiments is (Un)poetry, which is a 
continuing project that speculates on the possibilities 
of an unstable, unformed, and hybrid language –– 
overturning poetic structure. She states: “Unpoetry 
is an animated compilation of words and emotional 
effects (‘un’ is used as a narrative trope), a set 
of abstract, minimal, sublime, funny, nonsensical, 
clever monosyllables and one-liners, a vernacular in 
nature and a form of parallel vocabulary, where the 
script attains the visual form. The process develops 
a language that aids in desperate communication 
through social media. Sensitively bringing out my 
resistance along the lines of lingual politics/poetics. 
PS: What appears as poetry is not poetry. It is strictly 
(un)poetry.”
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b. 1971, West Bengal, India
(un)poetry, 2018, animation film, 4 min 20 sec 
Animated by Riya Gupte. Directed and written by Mithu Sen for UnMYthU 2018 
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Syed Danish Raza studied Fine Art at the Karachi 
School of Art, which, set up in 1964 by the pioneering 
woman sculptor Rabia Zuberi, was the city’s first 
art school. His animated short is an ode to biryani, a 
mixed rice dish with its origins among the Muslims 
of the subcontinent. Images appear, each becoming 
splattered in an “explosion” of color, before giving up 
to the next: A waiter serves a woman seated alone 
a plate of biryani. Teen Talwar, or Three Swords, an 
iconic Karachi landmark, appears. A rock musician 
strums an electric guitar. A clownish newscaster 
reads from a prepared script. Multiple masks appear, 
including those of Thalia and Melpomene, the Muses 
of Comedy and Tragedy. Finally, blood slowly drips 
down the screen to form a heart, eventually filled with 
biryani as if it were a plate, to spell out “We ❤ KHI.” 
Raza states of this tragi-comic vision of his hometown: 
“Fill[ed] with joy and jeopardy, [b]iryani has as many 
connotations as there are occasions: Weddings, 
funerals, outings…you name it.” 
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Biryani City, 2020, digital drawing Animatic, 1 min
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Boy and Plate, 2011, HD format, 2 min 41 sec 
Produced for Grote Kunst voor Kleine Mensen

Sebastián Díaz Morales’ conception of reality has 
been shaped by the living conditions and landscape 
of his birthplace, Comodoro Rivadivia, an industrial 
city located in a rugged area between the Atlantic 
Ocean and the Patagonian Desert in southern 
Argentina, where wind speeds can top 150 kilometers 
per hour. In Boy and Plate, we follow a boy, his back to 
us, as he trudges up a sandy slope. Dressed in jeans, 
sneakers and a windbreaker, he carries a battered 
piece of plywood. As he ascends, he struggles 
against the wind, which grabs at the sheet board. At 
last, he reaches a precipice. Standing on his toes, he 
leans into the relentless gale. It forces him backward, 
yet he pushes his slight frame against it with all his 
might. He then tilts dangerously forward, teetering 
precariously on the cliff’s edge, staring defiantly into 
the squall, which brings tears to his eyes. At last, 
he releases the board, letting it sail away from him, 
toward the horizon. 
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Gordon Cheung uses multi-media to reflect on the 
1990s internet and mobile phone that heralded 
the digital and communications revolution and 
reconfigured our perceptions of time and space 
into a state of constant flux. In his film, an image of 
a Minneapolis police precinct that was set ablaze 
during the protests that erupted after the death 
of George Floyd at the hands of the police slowly 
disintegrates. The work, the artist states, was as 
much a commentary on the killing of mostly poor 
people of color by American police as it was “the 
surreal mishandling of the [COVID-19] pandemic 
by the richest and most powerful nation in the 
world.” Cheung elaborates: “While most of us were 
in lockdown due to the pandemic, the sight of a 
home burning compounded the question of what a 
home means. Here the pixels of the image has been 
algorithmically reordered into…digital sands of time 
to existentially question fixed narratives and how 
history rhymes.”
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b. 1975, London, England
30 May 2020 Minneapolis (History Glitch), film, 2020, 3 min
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Abi Tariq is a conceptual performance artist who 
is devoted to art as a life practice. Tensions such 
as cultural differences, hierarchies, the burden 
of overcapitalized systems and unnecessary 
bureaucracies are motivations for his work. In this 
early video, the artist, always viewed from the back 
and usually shirtless, moves like an explorer through a 
tangle of bushes. He emerges onto a grassy clearing, 
where, holding his head, he rocks back and forth. He 
can then be seen crawling on the grass, then writhing 
upon it, before curling into a fetal position, as pieces 
of himself are digitally cut away. We then see him 
holding a canopy of leaves above him, looking out 
upon an open field, as if finally released from his inner 
turmoil. Tariq states of the work: “A post-technology 
fragmented process of searching; yearning for a 
relationship; with nature; a holistic self.”
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b. 1990, Karachi, Pakistan
Nature Hunt, 2014, video performance, 3 min 18 sec
Video Credits: Humayun Memon 
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Amani Vaqar Pagganwala filmed her work at 63 
Commissariat Lane, an early 20th century building 
located in one of Karachi’s oldest neighborhoods, 
which was purchased by her family in the 1970s. 
She desaturated the original colors and gave a teal 
and cine grading to the footage. The resulting video 
has the feel of a horror film. The interior spaces of 
the building appear shadowy and abandoned. Light 
feebly streams through louvred shutters onto a 
forlorn dressing table standing alone in a corridor. 
A hand idly fingers a coin. The silhouette of a figure 
slams shut a metal shutter, seeming to trap us, the 
viewers, inside the building’s gloom. The image of 
a rope repeatedly appears, swinging back and forth 
like a noose. The artist states: “This film hints [at] the 
dimensional structures involved in the connections 
between functionality and deterioration.”
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Functional, 2020, video, 1 min 30 sec 
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Muhammad Osama Saeed is an aspiring filmmaker 
based in Karachi, where he currently works in 
advertising. In his frenetic, black-and-white video, 
which he shot on his phone, the artist dashes down 
a residential street in Karachi at night, as if chased. 
He stops to turn around, searching in vain for his 
invisible pursuer. Gasping for breath, he hides among 
shrubs, peering out into the eerily quiet street. A 
hand plants itself on his shoulder. The artist falls to 
the ground, looking up at his off-screen adversary in 
a state of utter terror. Saeed, whose short films and 
performances have explored notions of queerness, 
states: “I usually try to capture the taboo or the 
unspoken. However, deep down we all know that all 
of our darkest desires are, after all, coming from a 
place within us.”
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b. 1996, Karachi, Pakistan
Running from Myself, 2020, video shot with phone, 55 sec
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Nadia Kaabi-Linke’s installations, objects, and 
pictorial works tend to be contextualised by the 
cultural, historical, social, political, and refer to 
a certain place or to coincidental events. She 
states of her work Faces: “In 2014 we found two 
photographs in the archives of the KwaZulu-Natal 
University library. The library record was taken from 
the captions of the photographs: ‘Chief of Zulus, His 
Wives and Warriors’ and ‘A Troop of Swazi Warriors’. 
There was something odd in both pictures: the 
backgrounds. The photograph of the Swazis showed 
a painted landscape as in a 19th century panorama. 
The Zulu Chief image showed steam pipes and iron 
structures. It was shot on the deck of a steamboat. 
The two photographs were advertising materials for 
a spectacle called ‘Savage South Africa’ which was 
one of the main attractions of the Greater Britain 
exhibition in London in 1899. The women and men 
in the pictures were actors from South Africa, yet to 
the London audience they were presented as savage 
South African natives. The slides with the close ups 
isolate each face from its set up pictorial context 
to bring out the real face of each actor. Their mimic 
expression shows the ambivalent feelings about the 
show they were hired for.” 
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from Faces (2014), 2020, 
details from two archival photographs, 3 min 5 sec 



102



104



106

M
AR

KI
N

G



108

In Li Wei’s artistic practice, performance art and 
photography intersect. Using acrobatics, props, 
cranes and wires, the artist surprises the viewer 
with dramatic, often amusing depictions of himself in 
postures of flight. In Flying Dream, the artist, dressed 
in a red bodysuit that snugly covers his hands and 
feet and holding a long diaphanous veil that streams 
behind him, hovers in a horizontal position above 
the hazy tops of skyscrapers. But rather than glide 
effortlessly over the skyline as a superhero might, 
he seems to propel himself forward by desperately 
clawing at the air before him. In a single, awkward 
gesture, repeated over and over through stop motion, 
he flails his arms as he desperately gulps at the air 
through which he attempts to move. He states: “Human 
beings have been looking for the freedom to soar into 
the sky and the universe, but human civilization has 
been struggling between selfish greed and fraternity, 
consuming too much energy.” 
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b. 1970, Hubei, China
Flying Dream, 2020, video, 1 min 
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Hura Mirshekari and Mehidi Yarmohammadi are 
multidisciplinary visual artists whose collaborative 
works often explore westward migration, especially 
from the point of view of Muslim women. Their video 
for the exhibition documented a work performed 
by Mirshekari and Petra Serhal on the quays of the 
Seine. Both women, dressed in dark sweatshirts, are 
seen standing back-to-back, a red shawl binding 
them together at the waist. Their eyes shut, they 
blindly reach behind their backs to feel the face of 
the other. Hesitantly, they attempt a few steps, then 
lie down on the ground, searching for a connection 
with it as well as one another. They struggle to get up, 
reaching out for the other’s hands, as they try to catch 
their balance. They try to walk as one, then, finally, in 
opposite directions, their hands failing to connect. 
In a voiceover, Mirshekari can originally be heard 
reading a poem in Farsi by Yarmohammadi, whose 
words include: “I declared war on my existence/and 
this flesh that dubbed me woman/Who am I?/How do 
I step forward…My doubting feet question whether to 
stay or to leave…” In this version, subtitles in English 
run across the bottom of the screen.  
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The First Blossom Is Born Through the Invasive Weed, 2018, video, 3 min
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In his video, Paris-based, multidisciplinary artist 
Alexandre Bavard can be seen with his back to the 
camera, dressed in a gownlike garment of patterned 
orange with a matching scarf over his head. 
Completing his idiosyncratic attire are a green bomber 
jacket and white woolen cap. The androgynous 
clothing seems incongruous on his hulking frame, as 
do the almost balletic moves he makes as he spray-
paints a wall. Captured in slow motion, he seems to 
weightlessly float as he marks the shuttered façade 
of a nondescript urban building with whorls of black 
paint. The video cuts to him similarly adorning an 
equally generic boundary wall. He states of the work: 
“At the origin of the SLOWMOMO performance, there 
is a desire to combine several mediums of expression 
based on an interaction between street calligraphy, 
dance and sound creation. This writing of the gesture 
is based on a dynamisation and appropriation of the 
Georgian alphabet, where my roots come from…This 
theme is accompanied by a broader reflection on 
the relationship to interiority (question of origins...) 
and deconstruction / re appropriation of the urban 
space.” 
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b. 1987, Paris, France
SLOWMOMO, 2016, video, 3 min 27 sec 
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Nayan Kulkarni’s practice engages with place and 
experience using light, sound, music, video and 
performance. The mediums are utilised to create 
installations that explore processes of transformation. 
These transformations range from the intense 
phenomenological possibilities of pure light through 
to idiosyncratic performances for video, text and 
sound-based interventions and playful interactive 
electronic works. In this video, a single red ballet 
slipper lazily swings back and forth from its own 
ribbons against a grid. The shoe then replicates within 
a psychedelia of constantly changing color. Finally, the 
slipper is punched by a hand wearing a boxing glove, 
causing it to rock back and forth against a backdrop 
suddenly turned a blinding white. The artist states of 
the work: “This is a record of a live performance for 
video. The grid projects light into the space in order 
to make the image; the camera feeds back what it 
receives into the space through the projectors; the 
camera records the process; movement is the punch. 
(There are no postproduction effects, what you see 
was present in the performance space.)” 
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Red Shoe, 2020, HD video, 2 min 55 sec
Shoe, glove, two projectors, one live camera, animated video grid 
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Roohi Ahmed’s submission to the show was a three-
minute video of a 2018 performance that lasted 31 
minute and 57 seconds. The word “accumulation” 
materializes on the screen. A close-up of the 
artist’s left palm then appears, which she begins to 
meticulously stitch with red thread. Through time-
lapse photography, the video shows her painstakingly 
tracing the lines of her palm, including her life line, 
head line, heart line and fate line, until all have been 
reproduced with her handiwork. The word “erasure” 
then briefly appears on the screen, and she begins 
the process of de-threading her palm. The video 
fades to a tangle of red thread lying next to her 
open hand. The faintest trace of her threadwork is 
still visible. The artist states of the work: “The video 
examines the conceptual process, physical gestures, 
and emotional and personal narratives of marking 
the body…The stitching and unstitching of the skin 
leaves visible tactile traces as accumulated memory, 
that will silently heal, erase and recite itself under the 
fresh skin only to be drawn again.”
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Sew and Sow, 2020, MP4 video, 2 min 52 sec 
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Multidisciplinary visual artist Baptist Coelho moves 
back and forth in time retrieving traces of the 
past and documenting the present across various 
geographies. His artworks probe beyond the surface 
to complicate, counter and rethink oral histories, facts, 
memory and its loss. In his video, paper packaging 
folds itself into boats, which seem to sail away. The 
paper was sourced from a restaurant owned and run 
for four generations by the Taillens family high up in 
the mountains of Romandie, the French-speaking 
region of Switzerland. The English translation of 
the title reads, “I am already thinking of the coming 
holidays,” and was written by a second-generation 
family member. BA
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b. 1977, Mumbai, India
“Je pense déjà au prochaine vacances”, 2009, video, 1 min 10 sec 
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In his emerging practice, Shehzar Abro works with 
experimental animation, virtual reality, and the 
world of cartoons. He is particularly drawn to the 
possibilities of graffiti art. He writes of the work: “In 
my final month of film school, I decided to change my 
project up a little bit to reflect on the current situation 
in the world. If these walls could talk, they have got 
a lot to say. This video is a short 3D animated clip 
featuring a young graffiti artist who wants to paint his 
latest piece in an empty subway.” 
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Rush, 2020, computer generated 3D animation, 54 sec
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Iconic Pakistani filmmaker Jamil Dehlavi’s submission 
to the show was an excerpt from his award-winning 
movie, Towers of Silence (1975), a surrealistic, black-
and-white film about a young boy haunted by his 
mother’s death. Dehlavi also acted in the film as the 
boy grown up. In this extract, a shirtless man (Dehlavi) 
shoots what seems to be a rabid dog from a window, as 
a woman looks impassively on. It cuts to another man 
shooting a different dog, this one harmless-looking 
with a fluffy white coat. That man takes a small boy’s 
hand and leads him inside a colonial-era bungalow of 
stone. We then see the boy get up from a Quran lesson 
and hand the holy book to him. The man watches from 
a balcony as the boy runs to the dog, picking it up in 
his arms. The boy carries its dead body along a rural 
road, then lays it down on a stretch of sandy earth 
where vultures have gathered. The camera lingers 
on the decomposing carcass of a water buffalo and 
a human skull. The mysterious woman from the first 
frame appears amidst the gathering birds of prey, 
who set upon the carrion. The vultures fly away. The 
woman remains, her arms outstretched. Dehlavi 
writes of the work: “If you dream that you are flying 
on the back of a vulture along the horizon, you will 
enjoy honour, sublimity and power by being promoted 
to the office of kingship. But if the vulture flies with 
you towards the heavens, you will die on the journey, 
for such a vulture is the angel of death.”
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b. 1944, Calcutta, India
Towers of Silence, 1975, 16 mm, 3 min 51 sec
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disCard is a collaboration between the Lyon-based 
poet and climate activist Laurence Hugues and the 
Delhi-based collective DamageControl. Their video 
begins with a brief glimpse of a man hammering away 
with a chisel at the ravaged remains of a car. It cuts 
to close-ups of a car’s gutted frame, stacks of dusty, 
dented car doors, then various car parts stacked in 
heaps. At last, the camera pulls out, revealing that this 
mound of scrap is located in the midst of a crowded 
bazaar. In the far background, figures can be seen 
going about their daily routine. The brief, mysterious 
work seems to suggest environmental decay, the 
economy of recycling, and, possibly, tragic loss of 
life. Hugues states: “Last time I cracked up a fortune 
cookie the paper inside said: ‘Love is more about 
what we forget than what we hang on to.’” 
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disCard, 2020, 1 min 34 sec
(with DamageControl, founded 2010, New Delhi, India) 
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Richard Humann’s black-and-white video begins with 
a series of images of New York City graffiti. Various 
slogans appear, including: Remember COVID-19; 
Trump is the Virus; Black Lives Matter; Chaos; Hope 
Beyond Hope. It then cuts to a teenaged boy hunched 
over a sheet of paper preparing a stencil with an 
exacto knife. The boy can then be seen leaving his 
apartment building, pushing a bike, the paper in a roll 
jutting out of the back pocket of his jeans. Pausing to 
pull a neck gaiter over his mouth, he cycles past more 
street art: an image of Donald Trump with the words 
“Con Man” written below; a stencil of a Black Power 
salute; a poster with another upraised fist paired with 
the words “No Justice. No Peace. Defund the Police.” 
The underground messaging seems endless. Finally, 
the boy finds a wall with a bit of blank space and places 
his stencil. He lifts a can of spray paint, then quickly 
darts out of view, seemingly to avoid detection. The 
camera zooms in to show his own visual statement: 
A map of the continental United States perched 
precariously atop a stem as if it were a glass cracking 
in two. Below it he has written: FRAGILE. As the credits 
begin to roll, and color seeps slowly into the frame, 
the boy returns to cross out the word, then lingers. 
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Angeline Malik is a veteran actor, director and 
producer for Pakistani television. She is known for 
tackling uncomfortable subjects. In her video, which 
she created specifically for the show, she, dressed in 
black pajamas and flipflops, paces a small windowless 
room, as if a prisoner in a cell. She frantically talks to 
herself, holds her head and slides onto the floor to the 
mark the walls with a record of the days she has been 
detained. Speech balloons pop up over her head: Get 
me out of here! Can you hear me? Help me! I don’t 
belong here. Is anyone out there? What is my crime? 
Are you deaf? All action is speeded up, including the 
light that filters in and out of the room, suggesting 
an endless succession of days and nights. The 
video ends with a grim statement scrolling across 
the screen: “60% of prisoners in jail are under trial 
without any substantial evidence. They spend more 
than a decade waiting for a trial before determined if 
they are guilty or not. What is the compensation for a 
life taken away?”
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If These Walls Could Talk, 2020, video, 2 min 18 sec
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Alana Hunt is an artist and writer who lives on 
Miriwoong country in the north-west of Australia. 
ROADS is one part of an accumulating collection of 
scenes re-written from the 1998 film Kings in Grass 
Castles, which was based on a 1959 book of the 
same name. It tells the story of the Durack family, 
who were among the first Europeans to colonize 
the region of Australia in which Alana lives. In this 
iteration, which has both English and Urdu subtitles, 
a scene from the film is repeated three times, but with 
varying dialogue, which Hunt “re-shaped” with Chris 
Griffiths. Overlooking a seemingly endless stretch 
of empty land, a white settler is trying to persuade a 
Miriwoong man, whom he insists on calling Pumpkin, 
“to put in a good word” for him so that he can build 
roads to “bring doctors up here. Priests. Teachers. 
Families. Women.” The first version begins with the 
settler saying: “We’re going to build a road, Pumpkin.” 
“Pumpkin” responds, “What’s a road?” The second 
includes the settler asking, “How long we known 
each other, Pumpkin?” The Miriwoong man replies, 
“Too fucken’ long.” The third ends with the settler 
saying, “Put in a good word for me. Or I’ll shoot you.” 
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ROADS, 2020-ongoing, video, 3 min 20 sec 
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Much like James Beckett’s video, Malaysian 
multidisciplinary artist Ivan Lam’s video consists of a 
single, long, undisturbed shot. But whereas Beckett’s 
video was of a lake in upstate New York, Lam’s video 
takes us inside his Kuala Lumpur studio. The work 
seems to show the creative process on pause. Cans 
of unopened paint are lined up against a wall. Files are 
stacked in a corner, unreferenced. A chair sits empty. 
Tennis shoes, presumably the artist’s, lie forgotten 
on the floor. The only thing that is active is time, 
marked by the advancing numbers of a digital clock 
fixed to the wall. The artist states: “This is a 3 min 03 
secs video that I had shot during the lockdown in my 
country. It’s of my studio looking at my glowing red 
LCD clock that precisely timed 3 min and 33 secs. At 
3 pm and 33 mins. It’s about exhibiting what’s inside 
my studio to the outside world. It also connects to the 
numeral 3.” 
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b. 1975, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 
3:33, 2020, video, 3 min 3 sec
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Based in Amsterdam, Margit Lukács and Persijn 
Broersen maintain that in today’s visual culture, fiction 
is usurping the place of reality. Broersen & Lukács 
respond to this by creating videos that present a 
parallel world of images in which “nature” acts as a 
mirror for our media-dictated culture. Screened at 
the show was Prime Time Paradise (2004), a spatial 
collage of frozen images from the daily flow of 
news reports. Through this décor of simulacra, the 
weightless viewer flies over hills, through windows 
and doors and caves, across rooms and deserts, then 
under water, only to surface again and continue his/
her flight. Devoid of their original context, the images 
generate new connections.
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b. 1974, Delft, Netherlands / b. 1973, Amsterdam, Netherlands
Prime Time Paradise, 2004, video, 9 min 53 sec



176



178



180

Q
UE

ST



182

Carlos Acero Ruiz explores the intricate social 
relationships between the two countries that share 
the island of Hispaniola, Haiti and the Dominican 
Republic. In his video, the camera, which remains 
fixed in position, is pointed at a grey concrete wall. A 
boy pauses in front of it, his bookbag looming large, 
then moves out of view. More figures walk past the 
camera, moving either to the left or right. Because 
of the camera’s proximity to the wall, we see only 
parts of them. A boy in white shirt and gray slacks, a 
backpack slung over his shoulder, pauses by the wall. 
He seems to be waiting for someone. Another boy in 
an identical school uniform soon joins him and they 
head off together, presumably to class. Two girls in 
matching plaid skirts soon follow. Acero Ruiz states 
of the work: “The illiteracy rate in Haiti is around 50 
percent. The circle of poverty is practically impossible 
to break due to the high dropout rate that occurs due 
to having to enter productive life at an early age, as 
well as the high rate of pregnancies before the age 
of majority.” 
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On the Way to School, 2020, MP4, 1 min 48 sec 
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R. M. Naeem is a multidisciplinary artist based in 
Lahore, where he is also an Associate Professor at the 
National College of the Arts. His video, which he has 
called Rebirth, opens with a view of a vast, placid sea, 
a single white cloud hanging above it. Five images of 
the artist, taken from different angles, slowly emerge 
from the waters. He is naked to the waist in each. In 
the largest and most central depiction, however, he 
wears a white face mask. All five figures then sink, 
one by one, beneath the surface of the waves, only 
to emerge again as five minaret-like forms. Naeem 
states of the work, “The cycle of nature is sacred to 
all and should always be kept intact, for it lies parallel 
to the advancement of humankind.”
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b. 1968, Mirpurkhas, Pakistan 
Rebirth, 2020, MP4, 1 min 44 sec 
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In Lujane Vaqar Pagganwala’s animation, random, 
almost hypnotic imagery appears in rapid succession, 
including: a clock tower not far from the Village 
Restaurant; a lookout post; the wing of an airplane 
in flight; and a bodiless mouth that appears to 
be yelling at us. The words “I AM THE GURU” then 
appear, followed by the line “Please Chant the 
Following Lines.” A series of nonsensical phrases 
flash on the screen, which conclude with the words: 
“But if you get sick there’s no room for your Blue Goo 
in my Loo.” The artist states: “The idea and title of 
the video came into being because of bathrooms 
as a space…On a more rudimentary level the video 
also talks about the current times, the overbearing 
stress and displacement, the standstill environment 
causing lowered self-esteem, and regard, and of all 
the devastation that has been constantly rapid and 
unrelenting this year.”  
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Loo, 2020, video, 1 min 13 sec 
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Video and performance artist Stephen Sheehan’s 
work consists of visual commentary and observations, 
reworked and conceptualised, and later installed 
back into public locations as absurd actions. This 
video opens with a shot of a small square of astroturf 
placed within a vast carpet of gravel, perhaps a 
parking lot. Next to the fragment of fake grass stands 
a watering can. The artist strides into the frame from 
the right, carrying two plastic bottles of water, which 
he proceeds to pour into the vessel. As it fills, wind 
pushes at his shoulder-length hair and at an unkempt 
line of real weeds growing at the base of a brick wall 
behind him. He bends down to slightly reposition the 
astroturf, then “waters” it, occasionally looking up 
into the camera, as if seeking our approval. Once he 
has emptied the watering can, he saunters off the 
same way he came. He states of this work: “The act 
of giving attention to something that is obviously 
futile really intrigues me regarding the purpose of 
attempting to create a purpose to feel existentially 
and socially relevant. The act is a visual jest towards 
situations that many of us find ourselves in as we 
attempt to find or maintain relevance.” 
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b. 1986, Birkenhead, England
Watering a piece of artificial turf, 2020, video, 1 min 40 sec 
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Projected at the show was an excerpt from a longer 
video of Mohsin Shafi’s titled Difficult are the 
meanings of the words, a line borrowed from Sufi 
Hussain’s Punjabi poetry. It captures devotees at 
Mela Chiraghan, which is celebrated every year at the 
urs (death anniversary) of Shah Hussain and Madho 
Lal in Lahore. Research undertaken by the artist 
revealed that peasants, Mughal rulers, Punjabi Sikh 
residents as well as British officers during the Raj 
used to show up at this festival. The video includes a 
succession of images in close-up, including: burning 
joss sticks; a bonfire; feet sheathed in ghungroo 
(ankle bells); tea boiling in a pot, to which milk is 
added in a slow and steady stream; small diya (oil 
lamps) being lit; hands cupped in prayer; and more 
boiling tea. The artist states: “I am using tea as a 
symbol of common revered ritual of… Mela Chiraghan 
by everyone ignoring…caste, creed and religion 
before…independence. Since then till today, every 
year, thousands of devotees from all over the country 
come to this shrine, lay floral wreaths at the graves of 
Shah Hussain and Madho Lal, perform dhamal…light 
up candles for fulfillment of their prayers and wishes 
and distribute langar.” 
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An excerpt from
اوکھے  لفظاں  د� معنے
(Difficult are the meanings of the words)
2020, video, 2 min 59 sec
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Honi Ryan is a Berlin-based interdisciplinary artist who 
presents experiential encounters between people 
and place as art. She states of her social performance, 
which was documented by Kashif Saleem: “Walking 
Presence was a participatory performance held in 
Lahore in November 2016. 20 of us gathered in central 
Lahore. We walked slowly. We did not speak. We did 
not consume (eat, drink, smoke or buy) anything. We 
did not use digital devices. We dressed in white or 
beige and with every step we took, we contemplated 
the reciprocal relationship we have with our city. This 
performance was a part of a project conducting artistic 
research into pedestrian access to public space 
in Pakistani urbanities, especially for women. The 
walks were led by local women and attended by both 
genders. The concept for the project was instigated 
by conversations with Pakistani women in Berlin and 
New York about the independence they had to walk 
the streets confidently there, in comparison to home 
where they rarely walked in public.” 
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b. 1979, Melbourne, Australia
Walking Presence, 2016, video, 3 min 4 sec
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In her video art performance, Heide Hatry emerges 
from the bottom of the screen, laboriously attempting 
to scale a concrete wall with a fine fissure emerging. 
Wearing jeans and a green top sweated at the back, 
she hoists herself up with her bare hands and feet. 
When she at last reaches the top, she pauses to reach 
into her back pocket, pulling out a piece of white chalk. 
She then scrawls “WHAT IF WALLS COULD TALK?” 
with her right hand while precariously holding herself 
aloft with her left. She begins the difficult process 
of climbing back down, but loses her balance. We 
watch her tumble backwards, as her frozen image, 
facing us upside down, blurs. In the end, all we see 
is the message that she has struggled to commit to 
the wall. She states of the work: “My contribution 
to  If These Walls Could Talk  is an evocation of the 
arduous, often solitary struggle of the artist to speak 
what is otherwise unspoken on behalf of us all, and 
the ultimate irrelevance of any particular artist to the 
course of that human endeavor.”
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b. 1965, Sindelfingen, Germany
WHAT IF WALLS COULD TALK?, 2020, video, 2 min 54 sec 
Video art performance (artist climbing a wall, writing on the wall, and falling)
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IF THESE WALLS COULD TALK
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Drive-In (2020)

But I do drive,
I drive 
and drive 
and drive…

It was a silent movie. 
I was not, 
(could not, 
should not, 
have been,) 
there.

Nevertheless, 
it was there. 
As homeopathic tincture, 
I was diluted into you. 

I recall a drive-in cinema. 
1975 Lusaka, 
A childhood view 
Of a watermelon exploding inside 
An expectant black O. 
The mouth of a Jackal’s eye 
Dazzled mine 
In wet red mist.

But maybe it was Dumbo? 
Flying? 

by Nayan Kulkarni Sleeping? 
Awakening, 
Bleary eyed 
And embarrassed, 
Up high.

Dum dum diddly dumb.
...

Piccadilly Lights

Piccadilly Lights is a massive advertising panel that has recently replaced an array 
of smaller screens, it lights up much more than itself and Piccadilly Circus.1 This 
digital hoarding has to curve around a corner to conform to the building upon 
which it is hung. What it has is brightness which, as Gernot Böhme asserted, is the 
fundamental phenomenological fact of light.2 This surface has to be observable 
in the sunlight. It has to compete with what the natural world gives freely. These 
arrays constitute the current technical limit of architectural hoardings that through 
successive technological stages have been applied to architecture. Not integrated 
into the façade but applied crudely, it covers it up. It is the intensity of the radiant 
energy that at night pulses across space onto surfaces and bodies. The screen is 
real estate with each of the 11,858,400 pixels ‘a space for rent.’ Time on screen is 
pure income stream, the highest bidder rents to occupy the largest territory for the 
longest time. Hidden sensors log the date, time and climatic conditions, a look up 
chart is referred to, an algorithm of product applicability through a function of rent/
time chooses the scene and makes the cut from one to another. This technique is 
not yet ready to image the spectator within its production, not yet able to capture 
the pedestrian and clothe them it what it has to offer. ‘Piccadilly Lights’ is not 
a digital phantom enslaved to an advertising that integrates the urban subject 
(consumer) with the spectacular object (product) in a proliferation of images, in 
which each spectator is delivered a fully individuated image moment; an image 
for you and only you.

What is amplified sound and projected light if it is not the basic physical structure 
of an everyday cinematic viewing experience? Unlike the Panopticon that holds 
Jeremy Bentham’s prisoner, the cinema means that we have the choice to stand 
up and leave the auditorium.3 But can we ever leave? This is what is at stake 
in new media architectures, control over the body through its eyes. Outside of 



230

the auditorium is a mise-en-scène of surveillance cameras, screens, streets and 
lights that mirror interior spaces of entertainment and distraction. All movements 
through urban spaces appear to be triangulated through geometries of experience 
and action, representation and its projection. Pedestrians become enmeshed 
in this optical web, subject to and subjects of representational power in shared 
space.

…

Epileptic Seizure

In Epileptic Seizure Comparison, we share the seizure in two ways, on the 
one hand we see and hear patients’ cries, on the other we hear and see a 
sound transcription of the alpha brainwaves of these same patients, along 
with a chromatic conversion of this same seizure, from the interior.4

The ghastly light in Paul Sharits’ Epileptic Seizure Comparison records the effects 
of pulsing light on human subjects as they induce biological responses. Through 
a twist of screen doubling the audience is subject to the very same light effects. 
In the artwork the audience is forced into a superposition of witness and subject, 
they are caught in the fold between an empathic response to the images of the 
experimental subjects’ recorded seizures and the palpable light cast outwards 
from the screen towards them. The sound is uncomfortable, the images repelling 
and fascinating.

Epileptic Seizure Comparison triangulated the representation and production of 
powerful media effects with two kinds of viewing subjects. On both sides of the 
screen, subjects and audiences entered into a cycle of sensory bombardment, 
secure in the knowledge that at any moment they could leave the gallery or 
indicate to the technician that they wanted it to stop.

…

The three ‘D’s

To be shaken out of the ruts of ordinary perception, to be shown for a few 
timeless hours the outer and the inner world, not as they appear to an 
animal obsessed with survival or to a human being obsessed with words 
and notions, but as they are apprehended, directly and unconditionally […].5

The three ‘D’s of psychedelia, depersonalization, dynamization and 
desynchronization, find their most fertile territory in the night. Psychedelia’s 
alternative space, its altered state reported by Aldous Huxley after his controlled 
consumption of mescaline, is not only formed from a ‘glowing living light,’ it also 
abolishes spatial categories; ‘space was still there but it had lost its predominance.’ 
In his altered state Huxley maintained his ability to move through material space. 
Gravity and atomic resistance remained unchanged by the effects of the drug, 
there was to be no walking through walls. Notwithstanding the insights provided 
to Huxley in this induced sensorial mutational space, new perceptual knowledge 
appeared to have little effective potency on the space he had left and to which he 
would inevitably return: ‘it gives access to contemplation - but to a contemplation 
that is incompatible with action and even with the will to action, the very thought 
of action.’6

In this space of sensory revelation, an immersive and predominantly retinal sphere 
conjured by the single dose of mescaline, Huxley became an observer occupying 
an automatic body. As his body continued to breathe, sweat and become hungry; 
mind-body dualism was ruptured facilitating for Huxley new knowledge. However 
potent this shamanistic seeing might have been it underpins psychedelic 
capitalism’s incompatibility with action and its atomization of the urban subject’s 
body in the architecture of a retinal sphere. The three ‘D’s are the modus operandi 
of the capitalist production of the city, the logic of its machine.7

…

Liberty Wall

In 2010 works were completed in Whitehall to create a ‘cleaner, safer and brighter 
environment for all users’ resulting in widened pedestrian spaces in the environs 
of the Cabinet Office.8 The proportions of road to pavement and the relationship 
of building front to street changed. This more generous approach created a larger 
pedestrian platform and an improved interface with the building’s neo-classical 
façade making the spaces more open and accessible. In between the road edge 
and the façade sits a long low wall and a series of bollards. This wall is not so 
low that it can be comfortably sat upon, but certainly low enough to see across 
and detailed in order to be able to be seen through. This slightly too tall wall is 
installed immediately above one of the main fibre-optic channels that make up 
Whitehall’s data infrastructure. There is no surface detailing that would point the 
casual observer towards this conduit.9
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On Combating Terrorism: each member state shall take the necessary 
measures to ensure that intentional acts referred to below from (a)  to 
(i), as defined as offences under national law, which, given their nature or 
context, may seriously damage a country or an international organisation 
where committed with the aim of: seriously intimidating a population, or 
unduly compelling a Government or international organisation to perform 
or abstain from performing any act, or seriously destabilising or destroying 
the fundamental political, economic or social structures of a country or an 
international organisation, shall be deemed to be terrorist offences: […] (d) 
causing extensive destruction to government or public facility, a transport 
system, an infrastructure facility, including an information system, […].10

The wall addresses the law of the Framework Decision and the street through 
a partial dissimulation, seeming to be landscape architecture even as it covers 
its other defensive qualities.11 It is a soft and hard defence. Soft in respect to 
its spatial separation of the building edge to the main thrust of the street, it is 
permeable to the pedestrian. Hard as a countermeasure to the truck repurposed to 
deliver an explosive package.12 This is a wall at least twice. The manner and style 
in which it stitches the pavement and ordering the long linear spaces, speaks 
of conviviality, walkability, of street furniture and urban landscape design in the 
context of a contemporary street: placemaking.

In Whitehall one would seem to be, if only potentially, a subject that appears 
without a trace; Thomas Mathieson’s lone wolf.13 In the eighty-two seconds on 
22nd March 2017 when Khalid Masood indiscriminately targeted pedestrians on 
Westminster Bridge we witnessed two things simultaneously. The horror of murder 
and more evidence that integrated global control systems, coupled with distributed 
networks of surveillance and extra-state intelligence, cannot compensate for the 
problem that predictive algorithms are not yet time machines, or crystal balls.14 It 
is of no consolation to the victims on the bridge that this attack failed to penetrate 
the physical heart of the Palace of Westminster. Anecdotally, it is possible to 
glean that through the defence measure of the ‘polyoptical profile’, most subjects 
appear with a trace; they appear through and in their digital archival materials.15 
This means the traces gleaned in advance of an effect cocoon the surveillant 
society with the promise that most do not get through, the extra-state stacks 
the odds in our favour. It remains to be seen what this ‘our’ might become as 
the global - horizontal - integration of systems, Mathieson’s Lex Vigilatoria, ‘loses 

its grip on knowledge of the practical and the concrete, it loses touch with the 
happenings of the real world.’16

If we are now free to allow the atmosphere of Whitehall to bombard us knowing 
that most corporeal threats do not get through, is it then possible to reintegrate our 
eyes into our bodies? And ‘is not prevention better than punishment?’; minded that 
it is an ‘I’ who might be punished and it is ‘I’ who might just be ‘plausibly’ guilty.17 
The ‘we’ that constitutes a public, formed in advance by their traces remains 
stable as long as it performs predictably. The reveal (apocalypse) is the moment 
of judgement (justice), the choice to accept the atmosphere and participate in it 
or to renegotiate one’s terms of engagement with it. The moment of withdrawal is 
a resistance to the atmospheric synthesis of this lawscape. For us, it is a means 
to see under the surface of Michel Foucault’s architecture rendered through the 
image of the panopticon, and to see through this wall.

The wall’s Portland Stone heritage skin conceals an engineering logic which 
constitutes a moment in the invisibilisation of the tactics of defence and the 
normalisation of globally distributed terror. The defensive measure that is at first 
temporary, seen throughout London in the form of mobile barriers placed after 
attacks, becomes stable within the image of Whitehall as a polite space of civility. 
As the wall civilizes, its constituting logic renders ‘being’ into ‘seeming’. This is 
‘being’ predicated on immanent death arriving in the form of a van at speed. The 
wall is an infinitesimally small materialisation of a new bio-politics, described by 
Achille Mbembe as the ‘death-worlds’ of a necropolitics.18 In Whitehall it arrives as 
a folly in stone: a necroimage. Here the technological construction and structuring 
of social relations in the public realm is not that of a digital morphology dissolving 
built surfaces into a play of images. Rather, it is a play of form and surface as 
defence constructed as a permanent physical element of the street, the ‘lone 
wolf’ eternalised in stone; a memorial made in advance of its endlessly deferred 
event.

…



234

Endnotes

1  Landsec, the owner of Piccadilly Lights, has replaced the original patchwork of screens with 
a single state-of-the-art 4K LED digital screen and live technology hub, the screens to react to certain 
external factors, such as the weather or temperature. This enables brands to display creative and 
innovative content, such as weather-appropriate clothing. (piccadilylights.co.uk)
2  Gernot Böhme, Atmospheric Architectures (London: Bloomsbury, 2017)., p. 200.
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Volume IV (London: Simpkin, Marshall, & Co., 1791).
4  Beauvis, Yann. ‘Paul Sharits’. Paul Sharits. https://paulsharits.com/index/https://paulsharits.
com/.
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6  Huxley., pp. 5-12.
7  Peter Sloterdijk, In the World Interior of Capital, trans. Wieland Hoban (Cambridge: Polity, 2014)., 
pp. 169-176. For an articulation of the psychedelic in late neo-capitalist urban space see: Psychedelic 
Capitalism in “The Crystal Palace”.
8  Westminster.gov.uk (2010).
9  However, if you walk regularly in and around Whitehall eventually a service maintenance 
engineer will turn up and expose their concealment.
10  The Council of the European Union, ‘Council Framework Decision of 13 June 2002 on Combating 
Terrorism’ (Official Journal of the European Communities, June 2002)., pp. 164/3-164/4.
11  This seems to map in an approximate way to the successive “radical negation of the sign as value’ 
in Jean Baudrillard’s (1998) successive phases of the image, the movement between ‘evil appearance: of 
the order of malefice. In the third, it plays at being an appearance: it is the order of sorcery”.
12  The devices I am concerned with are not aimed at pedestrians. Rather, this mode of attack is 
aimed at buildings and their occupants, communication cables, the spatial and technical supports of the 
political infrastructure.
13  The ‘lone wolf’ points to the terrorist who arrives from outside of the networks of surveillance. 
Only retroactively is it possible to speculate on the causes of the event.
14  Mathieson, Towards A Surveillant Society: The Rise of Surveillance Systems., p.99: Mathieson: 
‘New norms are being established inside the systems - norms that emphasise a future-orientation 
involving control patterns over whole categories of people and which develop risk profiles for entire 
groups.’ Or as Hitto Steryl pointed out, crystal balls are only good as a weapon for blunt force trauma.
15  James Pfiffner, ‘The Efficacy of Coercive Interrogation: Notes from the Field’, in American Political 
Science Association (New Orleans, 2012); IX Kubark, ‘The Coercive Counter Intelligence Interrogation Of 
Resistant Sources’ (redacted, redacted).
16  Mathieson, Towards A Surveillant Society: The Rise of Surveillance Systems., p. 201.
17  Mathieson situates this ‘probably guilty’ directly within inbuilt error or uncertainty in the systems 
of surveillance and interpretation. In this sense the surveilled subject can produce the evidence of their 
own guilt, as Grégore Chamayou argues in Drone Theory, the target is erased in the moment of their 
own extra-juridical destruction, both subject and evidence erased in the ‘probable’, Grégore Chamayou, 
Drone Theory (London: Penguin, 2011). .
18  Achille Mbembe, ‘Necroplitics’, Public Cultures 15, no. 1 (2003): 11–40. The wall tacitly inscribes 
that: “the notion of necropolitics and necro-power to account for the various ways in which, in our 
contemporary world, weapons are deployed in the interest of maximum destruction of persons and 
the creation of death-worlds, new and unique forms of social existence in which vast populations are 
subjected to conditions of life conferring upon them the status of living dead.”
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In a world where the weak are prey, the defenceless used up and 
spat out, the under-privileged forced into corporate slavery, and 
marginalised voices silenced, it is these walls that bear witness.
 In a world where civilisations have risen and fallen ruined 
walls serve as a reminder. Where species die by the second, 
the very environment we live in is raped repeatedly without fear 
of consequence, and yet another society lurches lemming-like 
towards oblivion it is these walls that are readying themselves to 
narrate a tragic saga: the sad tale of the ungrateful humans that 
ruled this world and then destroyed it and themselves. It is these 
walls that weep when they are built to separate terrified children 
from their frantic mothers. It is these walls that house prisoners 
of conscience and victims of unjustified wars. That are forced to 
serve as barricades forming barriers that prevent a dream of shared 
humanity from coming true.  It is these walls that house secrets - 
secrets of power, of sexual abuse, of incest, of mental torture. While 
they keep us safe from the monsters without these walls prove no 
defence against the monsters within. The monsters that lurk within 
hearts and under the same roof. 
 But these walls also house mysteries. Mysteries of the heart 
and the spirit. Of dreams and desires. The power of empathy and 
kindness. The potency of imagination. The majesty of creation. 
The enigma of how the one is the infinite and the infinite one. But 
these walls have no tongues. They cannot speak. They cannot 
narrate these tales of power and splendour. They cannot express 
the wonders they have witnessed. They are forced to remain silent 
about all the misfortunes and heartbreaks that have unfolded in 
front of them.

by Khusro Mumtaz

 But all is not lost. These walls have their interpreters and interlocutors. Artists 
will take these tales of tragedy and triumph, desires and dreams and present them 
to the world as a record of times past, present and future. They will use these very 
walls themselves to show us the world in a new way, open our eyes to a hidden 
world, an interior landscape. Reveal the truth to us in a meaningful way. Unveil the 
light behind the darkness and the darkness behind the light. They will give us an 
original method of seeing. Come see the world with them and listen to these walls 
speak.



238

TH
E 

D
IS

AP
PE

AR
IN

G
 M

O
H

AL
LA

Reminiscing about my early years, I came to the conclusion that 
the Urdu word mohalla does not translate into English very well. 
It certainly does not mean “neighbourhood” and “locality” is too 
restrictive. “Community” would be closer to the truth but it does not 
have a physical aspect. I suppose mohalla is like another favorite 
word of mine which also does not have a direct counterpart in 
English: takalluf. Some might say it is “grace” but that robs it of its 
culture and tradition. Mohalla then is just that, and I am more than a 
little possessive of my old one. 
 I think it’s natural that I would feel this way about the mohalla I 
grew up in. There is a natural inclination in my family, and consequently 
me, to immerse and identify with a place, culture and people. Some 
fourteen centuries ago, my ancestors left Medina in present-day 
Saudi Arabia and made their way to Wasit, currently in eastern Iraq. 
In the early 13th century, my forefather and the patron saint of my 
community, Sharfuddin Shahwilayat, came to Multan to study under 
the famous Sufis Bahauddin Zakariya and Shah Rukn-e-Alam. When 
his spiritual studies of the Suhrawardiyya order were complete, he 
went to Amroha, a small town in northeast India where he would be 
the paramount Sufi of the region. It was the reign of the Tughlaqs 
and India was a fertile ground for learned scholars. Shahwilayat was 
soon famous for his karamaat (miracles). The scorpions that infested 
his tomb, due to a curse from the Sufi he overshadowed, would not 
sting the visitors who came to seek blessings at his grave. Even 
today the big black scorpions can be safely held by mendicants and 
visitors. Several times I have experienced this miracle. 
 While Shahwilayat was preaching and building his reputation, 
even rejecting overtures by Mohammad bin Tughlaq for a family 
union through Shahwilayat’s daughter, my own family settled in 
the mohalla of Bagla. It was named after the storks that would live 

by Sibtain Naqvi along the banks of the lakes that abutted it. They were to stay there for the next 
eight centuries. This was the case for other Syed families of Amroha who stayed 
in the mohallas of Katkoi, Danishmandan, Guzri and others. This long stay led to 
the development of sub-cultures that were unique to the different mohallas. For 
instance, people in Bagla were supposed to be scholarly and cosmopolitan while 
those from Katkoi were reputed to be insular. Intermarriages within the families 
kept the bloodlines pure and the culture was maintained for eons. 
 The development of sub-cultures within a small town is not unheard of. 
Villages and towns across the world have individual characteristics such as 
dialects, vernacular, pronunciation, music, etc. George Bernard Shaw’s play 
Pygmalion is centered around the concept of different subcultures and accents 
in London. Today the boroughs of New York have a distinct culture; Queens is 
distinct from the Bronx and Harlem is distinguishable from the rest of Manhattan. In 
Karachi, if people lived in the same locality for over a century, they would have their 
own subculture too. Even within the short period of time post-partition, different 
enclaves in Karachi have developed certain characteristics. If people lived in DHA 
and Nazimabad continuously for decades, they would be easily distinguishable 
from one another.     
 In 1947 many Syed families immigrated to Pakistan but they continued to 
build their lives around the mohalla. This was expected, after all; immigrants to a 
new land try and hold on to whatever they can from the mother country. The various 
Chinatowns dotted across cities in America are reflective of that sentiment. My 
own family first settled in the newly established PIB colony in Karachi, making their 
way to Pakistan Quarters and then Nazimabad. This movement was followed by 
other Amrohvis of similar socio-economic status. In the early 1970s, these families 
came to the city’s Federal “B” area where some 30 Amrohvi families built their 
homes. My family moved there in 1974, into the house where I spent my early years 
and the mohalla I grew up in.  
 It is hard to describe what my mohalla was but I will try. One way of thinking 
about it is as one large compound where a child would be surrounded by relatives 
of various hues, ages and sizes. There was an aunt or an uncle in every house I 
would go to and they had the liberty to feed, bathe, teach, and scold me. In the 
days before babysitters and daycare centers, this arrangement was heaven-sent. 
I remember coming home from school and seeing my mother’s cousin waiting for 
me. There had been an emergency to which my mother had to attend and the aunt 
took me to her house in the same street as mine. I was only six. Today, leaving a 
child in the hands of another would be considered strange but it was perfectly 
acceptable then because in my mohalla a child was the collective responsibility 
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of everyone. My aunt changed my clothes, fed me food from my own hands 
because she knew that’s the only way I would eat, and then helped me complete 
my homework. By the time I was picked up in the evening, I had spent a glorious 
afternoon playing hide-and-seek with the other children in the house.   
 Spending time at the relatives’ was one thing and I did plenty of that. The 
best way to go from one relative’s home to the one behind it was by jumping over 
the connecting wall. Cricket matches would be seen at the home of whomever had 
the best snacks available. Electricity outages were celebrated with boardgames 
and impromptu games of tag right on the street. There was no need for tea houses; 
elders would gather at each other’s homes for Amrohvi delicacies such as maash 
ki khichri or card games. VCRs would be rented to watch Indian movies and most 
movie review discussions would continue long into the night and over the next 
many days. Weddings, deaths, Ramzan, Eid, Muharram, koondas and other cultural 
or religious events would be almost self-contained, so rich and varied was the 
landscape. 
 Growing up in FB Area, everything was a communal exercise. There were 
several Amrohvi families living within a radius of one kilometer, nine in my street 
alone, which made crises seem bearable, or even an occasion for bringing people 
together. Among the crises from my childhood that I remember well were the 
curfews in Zia’s time. I was only a tiny mite but remember that my father would 
go to Mumtaz Bhai’s house, where his father Bhai Shammu would host a cards 
marathon. Abba, Bhai Azadaar, Dada Razi Khushnood and a few more elders of 
the community would gather to while away the hours in cards and talk. The game 
of choice would be courtpiece, aka trumps, and hours would be spent in trying to 
give the other team a coat or even better - a goo-court (in literal terms, a muck-
covered straight win of seven hands by the team which did not call the trump card). 
Bhai Shammu’s servant, more his man Friday than domestic, would do a grocery-
run for the homes of the people involved in the game so no one had to worry about 
it. A-One General Store, also owned by an Amrohvi, was within shouting distance, 
and he would go around delivering whatever was needed. These meetings were 
a huge source of interest for me but it was strictly a no-children zone and I 
despaired of ever seeing the action. Then one day, opportunity whistled to me: my 
mother sent me over to tell my father something important, and, as I climbed the 
stairs to the drawingroom, I was giddy with delight as children usually are when 
entering the “adult” zone. The scene was magnificent: a frigid room courtesy of 
two air conditioners on full blast (one was acceptable but two were a real luxury 
in the ‘80s), a gleaming white sheet on the ground on which the cards would be 
played; a pile of rupee notes which would be used for the celebratory qalaqand 

from Mahmood sweets; and the elders, including my father, in white kurta pajama 
bent over their cards with the intensity of alchemists. I was greeted with smiles 
and hugs, but knew the protocol. This was a treat but best not to abuse it. A quick 
adaab, message delivered with alacrity and then a hasty exit. Years later, when I 
was older, there was another cards meet on a weekend when I had a similar mission 
and was accorded the honor of playing a hand, a rite of passage for manhood 
really, and did it, but this was my father’s group, a tryst that would not be a serious 
affair. I eventually found my own cards quartet and cards became an essential part 
of growing up. But for years I would reminisce and romanticize about those cards 
afternoons that would make the curfews bearable, a sort of affront to Zia. 
 Then came the Coronavirus lockdown. As I was rifling through my bookshelves 
in a halfhearted search of a book, I thought about this curfew. Why not another 
game of cards? Card players ready, we got on with the game, and the next 13 
hours were spent in a blur of shuffling, sifting, throwing, gathering, arranging and 
re-shuffling of cards. There were coats galore and even a goo-baouny (lit: muck-
covered 13 straight hands made by the team which did not name the trumps). Out 
of the tens of thousands of hands I have played in my life, this was only the second 
I have witnessed. Finally the memory was complete: the lockdown now had the 
stamp of old days. I realize this is not an occasion to celebrate, neither were the 
curfews of the ‘80s, but with the right people and right activity, even the worst of 
times can be made bearable. If we survive this, then this is the memory that will 
live on, and that my children, I hope, will recall with some warmth.
 There are so many things about my childhood that entertain me today. One 
of them is the World Wrestling Federation, (not Entertainment please). Back in 
the late ‘80s and early ‘90s, it was like crack cocaine; I was really hooked on 
the stuff and it seemed so was everyone else in my age bracket around me. 
Coincidentally, this era is also called the golden age of pro wrestling in which 
colorful characters with interesting names and background stories would keep us 
buzzed. Hulk Hogan, Ultimate Warrior, Mr. Perfect, Big Boss Man, Legion of Doom, 
Demolition, Hart Foundation, Jake the Snake, the Million Dollar Man (a million 
was a lot of money back then) and many, many more who could cut entertaining 
promos, take a beating and be ready for more, all in a few hours. Video cassettes of 
WWF events, Royal Rumble, Wrestle Mania, Summer Slam and Survivor Series and 
dedicated series of popular wrestlers would be booked at the corner video stores 
and then watched with family and friends, sometimes even uninvited. Ali Johar 
Uncle’s son Mansoor was an aficionado and the sounds of entry music would float 
across the wall calling me like a siren. A quick jump over the wall (never the front 
gate), a quick adaab to the bemused adult hosts and a beeline for the TV where, 
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for the next few hours, we would boo the bad guy and cheer for the good one. 
Title changes would be analyzed and agonized over and sometimes the match 
would be reenacted on the mattress, complete with body slams and elbow drops. 
How could you blame us? The guys with paint, costumes and muscles to shame 
a Spartan were much more entertaining than the talking heads that occupy 
primetime today. Bret Hart is a “hit man”; the Ultimate Warrior hears voices; the 
Undertaker obviously buries people but his manager is called Paul Bearer (get it? 
pall bearer) and carries an urn with someone’s ashes. Mr. Perfect is well...perfect 
and, along with his wrestling skills, can bowl a perfect 300 game; sink baskets 
like Wilt Chamberlain; hit a baseball like Babe Ruth; and, most fantastic of all, 
throw a football from one side then run across and catch his own throw in the end 
zone for a self-created touchdown. Beat that, Kohli! Relatives would rent these 
cassettes; I saw several at my Mamu’s home and, one late summer day, when I 
was more broken up than usual about going back to school, my father, who hated 
wrestling and never gave up an opportunity to tell us it’s fake, stopped to pick up 
a copy of Undertaker’s Gravest Matches, which made us feel slightly better about 
the impending doom. At home, in school or at events, the merits and demerits of 
wrestling was a key topic and would often end in a fight which would be resolved 
at the next viewing. Even NTM/STN/PTN got in on the act, showing some of the 
great matches at 8:00 pm primetime. I remember watching Ultimate Warrior win 
the intercontinental title from Honky Tonk Man in a few seconds at Sajjad Bhai’s 
home. I stopped following wrestling in my middle teens. My favorites were retired 
or out of the WWF and I didn’t care for the”attitude” era. Plus, there were more 
interesting things than wrestling: nursing teenage crushes was more important 
than practicing the perfect arm hold. Still, when I am tired and need a quick fix, I 
watch a match from my childhood days on YouTube and I am transported to my old 
mohalla when the entry music of a favorite sent us into paroxysms of joy and the 
world was defined by paint-wearing good guys and bad guys.
 Another thing that I remember well is the cricket. World Cup 1999 arrived 
in my late teens, an age with infinite possibilities and all the time in the world to 
achieve them. As Wordsworth said: “Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive. But to 
be young was very heaven!” Memories of youth are usually sharp and flawless 
and the ‘99 World Cup stands out like no other. Instead of gathering at different 
commercial spots to watch matches on large screens, we would troop into each 
other’s homes for cricket and get tea and pakoras in the bargain. For weeks, it 
seemed the entire mohalla was one vast cricket stadium. We would play cricket 
on the roads until the start of play and I can recall with lucidity the matches I saw 
at relatives’ or neighbours’.

 
 Pakistan’s opening match was against the West Indies and our play was 
interrupted by a cousin announcing that Shoaib Akhtar’s first ball had gone for 
a six. In fact, it was a top edge and only increased our awe for Pakistan’s latest 
speed merchant. Glenn McGrath’s demolition of India in a must-win game was 
witnessed at an aunt’s who lived two streets down; Shane Warne’s magical 
spell against South Africa in the semi-final was cheered on at another cousin’s. 
Pakistan’s depressing slide against Venkatesh Prasad spoilt an otherwise perfect 
family barbeque and Neil Johnson’s all round performance against Australia was 
celebrated with biryani at an aunt’s, known for her mastery of the dish.
 There would be screenings but only by happenstance and courtesy of a small 
TV and a considerate host. The Pakistan-Australia group match was seen at a 
family function with only one TV to satiate the guests, and dinner was delayed until 
we closed out the game. The antenna was precariously balanced and the host’s 
son spent most of the event twisting and turning the dials for uninterrupted play. 
Dodgy antennas were one thing, but our ire was reserved for the KESC (Karachi 
Electric Supply Corporation). With generators a luxury and summer load-shedding 
a common theme, the best friend a cricket tragic could have was the trusty radio.
 Pakistan’s famous victories would be celebrated with oodles of ice cream 
and meethai; the fusillade of gunfire that marks them now was still an unknown 
phenomenon. After the semi-final victory over New Zealand, we begged an 
indulgent uncle to take us for ice cream to the nearest Snoopy’s ice cream parlour 
and the whole way were serenaded by honks of passing cars and impromptu 
singing sessions of “Dil Dil Pakistan”. So much has changed since then and, 
with it, how we interact with cricket. Homes are secure forts, neighbourhoods 
no more a backdrop for a vibrant community. There is much razzmatazz, but the 
comradeship is missing. It wasn’t cricket. It was my mohalla.
 The familial feel of the mohalla even permeated to the merchants operating 
in the area. Take Ishaq Bhai, the laundry king. He set up his shop, Gulistan Dry-
cleaners, in my old mohallah back in 1972. For more than 47 years, Ishaq Bhai has 
been cleaning, starching and ironing the clothes and curtains of everyone around 
him. He knows exactly the right amount of starch your Aligarh cut pajama needs 
and will treat your Lucknawi kurta with the requisite love and care. No one can 
press a sherwani like he can. But Ishaq Bhai is no mere dhobi. A key part of an 
erudite mohallah that was home to artists, poets and writers, he fits right in and 
can hold an academic discourse on everyone from Iqbal to Ibne Insha. When not 
working, he’s buried in the newspaper or a dog-eared book which he refuses 
to throw away as he treasures books. We used to play cricket right next to his 
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establishment and in his younger days he was a frightfully fast bowler, bowling 
off a short run-up and, in the words of Jeff Thompson, “Just shuffle in … and go 
WHANG!” Ishaq Bhai is now semi-retired. His son is an electrical engineer and 
works in a telecom company. Every time I visit my old mohallah I go to see him. 
We discuss the old days when a mohalla meant something, when neighbors were 
family and landing at their homes at dinnertime to eat the nihari you smelled from 
your window was perfectly acceptable. There is something about old mohallas 
and the people in them that inspires me. They are places where the cosmetics guy 
will refuse to sell the Chinese brand to you even if it costs his livelihood because 
he knows your tastes and the fruitwala will keep a choice pomegranate aside for 
you since he knows you like the big red ones. There is a whole cast of interesting 
characters, each with a story. I hope Ishaq Bhai carries on and am already looking 
to his golden jubilee in the place where I grew up but left.
 There is so much else I remember from those days but one episode really 
stands out and deserves special mention. My mohalla had a steady pulse but in 
October 1988 things were about to get very exciting. Unknown to anyone, events 
were taking place that would bring Muhammad Ali, arguably the most famous man 
in the world, to the mohalla. We all loved him, some for his sporting prowess but 
many because he was one of us, a Muslim who had given up the world title for his 
beliefs. Back when he was ostracised for being a draft dodger, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto 
had invited him to live in Pakistan where he would be welcomed with open arms. 
PTV broadcast live his 1974 fight against George Foreman, a historic moment for 
the station which didn’t usually do satellite transmissions. The match started at 
4:00 am and hundreds of thousands cheered when he knocked out Foreman in the 
eighth round. And now the world’s most famous man was coming to the mohalla.
 The reason for this momentous happening was because of a gym: Haji Club. 
In 1972, Haji Abdur Rehman opened a gym at the corner of Block 13, right next to 
the water pump station just off the Shahrah-e-Pakistan road. Haji Rehman had 
been active in wrestling pre-partition and had trained the likes of Gama Pahalwan. 
He believed that young Muslims should stay strong and pious, fighting off forces 
both physical and incorporeal. When he came to Pakistan, he opened a training 
centre in Pakistan Chowk where local wrestlers would train. His services for 
wrestling were recognised when the state and President Ayub Khan awarded him 
the Tamgha-e-Khidmat. Soon after, he decided that mere mass and a large body 
were not enough. He was inspired by Anotonio Inoki and extolled his charges to 
get a muscular physique like his. To enable this he bought four thousand square 
yards of land and opened Haji Club. The Club was initially free of charge so that 
people would join, then a monthly fee of Rs. 3 was introduced. Soon it became a 

mecca for aspiring bodybuilders all around Karachi. According to Abidur Rehman, 
the son of Haji Rehman, by the ‘80s Haji Club had grown to become the largest 
gym in the country.
 That is when the Mr Asia Competition 1983-84 took place at Karachi’s Taj 
Mahal Hotel. The chief guest was Ahmet Enünlü, the world champion Turkish 
bodybuilder, who in 1979 had won the overall amateur Mr Universe title of the 
National Amateur Body-Builders’ Association. The general secretary of the 
International Body Building Association was also in attendance and both went on 
a tour to inspect the local gyms. Seeing the overall size and number of machines, 
both declared Haji Club as the largest in Asia and the label has stuck to this day. 
Word of Haji Club’s pre-eminence reached Muhammad Ali through a person named 
Naseem Usmani, who invited him for a visit, an invitation he immediately accepted. 
Usmani was active in sporting circles and when Ali visited Pakistan, Usmani was 
part of the hosting party along with local boxing promoter Salim Sadiq. Seeing 
Ali’s enthusiasm, Sadiq called Haji Rehman and told him that they would arrive in 
two hours. Mohammad Akhtar, Haji Rehman’s son-in-law, recalls it well.
  “We were completely taken back,” he said. “The evening karate classes 
had started when Haji Sahab announced the news to the people present. We 
scrambled to get things ready and in the meantime he told all the karate students 
to receive the car at Karimabad and personally escort it here. When his car came 
they started jogging alongside it and also guiding traffic. It started off with an 
entourage of a hundred or so but you can imagine the spectacle, a car surrounded 
by men in karate uniform running alongside a car. Soon word spread and the crowd 
around his car grew to thousands.”
 Meanwhile, there was ordered pandemonium in the neighbourhood. Haji 
Rehman’s team was busy arranging chairs and mikes but the residents were 
getting wild with excitement. Muhammad Ali is coming! That was the refrain on 
everyone’s lips and the news spread far and fast. There was no social media 
or pervasive media coverage but from house to house, person to person, using 
telephone or just yelling, the visit was being broadcast to everyone. The mosque’s 
muezzin announced it from minarets and kids ran screaming “Ali aaya” in streets. 
Females were lined up on roofs and elderly men were climbing the club walls to 
catch a glimpse. In my own home, Abba left dinner abruptly and, grabbing us kids, 
made his way to the club, which was just around the bend from my house.
 Around 8:00 pm, Ali’s car was seen and the crowd erupted. If it wasn’t for the 
bodybuilders who were doing crowd control, the car would have been swamped. 
It was eventually led from the back gate into the open space where the karate 
classes were held. After a quick tour and some speeches, he was led to the mike. 
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Akhtar remembers his speech well: “He said you are strong but real strength 
comes from Allah. I called myself greatest but only Allah is greatest. Trust only him 
and you will get even stronger.”
 Everyone wanted to touch him and get a picture taken, even though getting 
close to him was a herculean task. One man was in a hospital nearby. He was a 
heart patient but when he got to know that Ali was there, he begged his doctor 
to release him. The doctor finally agreed and he literally ran over, risking his life. 
When Ali found out, he specially called him and hugged him but also told him not 
to take such risks. He bore the crush of people with grace. 
 After two hours, Ali said goodbye. The crowd was loath to let him go; roads 
had to be cleared for him to leave. As he waved goodbye from the car, some 
people started running alongside trying to catch the last moments with him. One 
enthusiast ran all the way to Liaqatabad, some five kilometers away, until the car 
stopped and Ali formally requested his leave. As for me, I didn’t get the chance 
to personally meet him; the crowd was far too thick. I remember crying, but my 
father consoled me that I should be happy just to be in his vicinity. The Greatest 
had come to my mohalla and his memory would live on forever. That was enough, 
he told me. He was right.
 As I grew up, things began to change. People started moving out to other 
parts of the city, or left the country. My family was among those who moved out and 
never again would there be such a collection of kin and kindred souls in the city. I 
suppose this breakdown represents the overall decline in interpersonal relations 
in Karachi. In the mohalla of old, when you asked where someone’s house was, 
the person you approached would not only know where he lived, but his children’s 
names and his favorite food as well. Other parts of the city were different; before 
Google maps, I remember spending an hour looking for a house in DHA. I eventually 
discovered that it was the house right next to that of the person I had asked. The 
house was missing an address plate, and the person did not know the name of his 
neighbor of 14 years. Today my old mohalla does not exist in the communal sense. 
In spatial terms it exists, but the physicality of it was never its defining feature. The 
mohalla is fast becoming a neighbourhood.
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As I see it, there are two models of thought, which apply to politics, 
economics, sociology, philosophy, psychology, anthropology, and 
even to literature: the bridge model and the wall model, and of 
course, even the makers of medieval castles understood that some 
combination of the two is necessary for a viable life: both security 
and the extension of trust (or, if you will, the embracing of risk), 
neither of which can truly exist without the other.
 The bridge model implies openness, sharing, integration, 
progress, communication, and, perhaps, erosion of identity, while 
the wall model asserts isolation, tribalism, privacy, secrecy, fear, and 
yes, protection. In wall societies, the insinuation of bridge values 
has often proven to be a means of introducing salutary change; if 
painting or writing on walls has not in itself brought them down, it 
certainly contributed to the disintegration of the internal walls of 
which they are but a physical projection. And in the lives of members 
of walled societies, their surfaces often became the only forum in 
which “outside” ideas have had a chance of penetrating, or even 
of preparing the understanding that those ideas, too, come from 
within and cannot be prevented from arising by means of a wall. 
As one who grew up in Germany at the peak of the Cold War, I am 
very attuned to the fact that language, and I include the universal 
language of art, can turn a wall into a bridge.
 The artist, the poet, the revolutionary, those who write on walls, 
are spiritual adventurers, driven by the need to know what is on the 
other side, to engage with what is possible, and to come to terms 
with what is alien to them. They cannot rest in containment. For 
them, the mere presence of a wall has always aroused the human 
spirit of curiosity and the urge toward freedom that have defined, 
and in fact, created our history. And by speaking out, they become 
the voice for the rest of us who yearn in silence, often not realizing 

by Heide Hatry that we yearn at all until their words and images awaken us to other 
dreams.  
 Kierkegaard wrote eloquently about the meaning of walls in 
Either/Or, not neglecting the fact that there are always two sides to 
them, on account of which they represent a barrier to the freedom 
and understanding of two different groups, a stolid challenge to 
both the outsider and the insider, and the revelation that we are all 
both insiders and outsiders. Even when they are impassable, they 
demand that we exercise our imagination, and the stranger on each 
side can therefore begin to approach her counterpart, though they 
have been successfully kept apart in the flesh. 
 In essence, the wall is the physical manifestation, the symbol 
in the actual world, of fear. And we must acknowledge that fear is 
among the most potent, valuable, and legitimate experiences with 
which we have been blessed, alerting us to protect the advances we 
have made and to foster their growth. It is difficult to imagine how 
the race would ever have survived without it, or thrived as it has. 
When the great poet Robert Kelly said, “Trust your fear,” I believe it 
was to this essential and primordial truth that he was referring. But 
when we allow fear to overwhelm us, when we, in effect, fall out of 
a relationship of trust with it, when it hypertrophies and crystalizes 
into impenetrable walls, then we lose trust with ourselves as well, 
and we begin to destroy ourselves from within.
 If walls have secrets, and they do, they are the secrets that 
propagate our fears and sink us into hatred, injustice, and war. But 
walls talk even when they’re trying to contain the secrets that they 
harbor, to keep them unexamined. Let’s listen to them speak and 
bring what has been hidden out into the light of day. For the good of 
us all.
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numerous projects in retail, office, residential, and one art 
gallery. He now teaches Architecture Studio at his alma mater. 
His interest in technology, balanced with a skilled hand, has 
led him to building, flying, and editing videos made using a 
FPV racing drone.

Faisal Anwar is a graduate of Canadian Film Centre’s Habitat-
LAB (2004), and National College of Arts, Lahore (1996). 
His computational thinking and artistic practice branches 
through multiple media including interactive installations, 
immersive environments, data driven computing interventions 
and internet art. Anwar has exhibited at many prestigious 
galleries and museums including CodeLive, Cultural Olympiad 
in Vancouver, 2010, the Aga Khan Museum in 2016, the 1st 
Karachi Biennale, 2017, and the Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto. 
His large scale commissioned installation En(Light) 2017, is a 
permanent outdoor responsive sculpture at the head office 
of Telenor, Pakistan. Anwar has been awarded several project 
and research grants and residencies, including Labverde 
2019 in the Amazon rain forest. In 2013 he was awarded the 
prestigious SSHRC Insight Development grant, for his project 
‘+City’.
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Alexandre Bavard is based in Paris, France and is an alumnus of 
École nationale supérieure des beaux-arts de Lyon. Alexandre 
Bavard can be seen as a playwright, and performer, all in one. 
His work expands from fine art sculpture, prints, and paintings 
into video, music and dance. Bavard creates various worlds 
influenced by his Georgian roots, science fiction, and the need 
for escapism and discovery. Bavard is interested in creating 
a visual language, a form of expression that transcends any 
specific medium, and is fueled by repetition, movement, and 
flow. His broad range of works are tied by the theme of a post-
urban world.

James Beckett was born in 1977 in Harare, Zimbabwe and 
lives and works between Amsterdam and New York. Beckett is 
currently in residency at the ISCP, New York and has exhibited 
at Belgian Pavilion of the Venice Biennale; MAAT, Lisbon; 
MCAD Manila, The Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, amongst 
others. His work is represented by galleries: T293, Rome; 
Wilfried Lentz, Rotterdam and MarkusLüttgen, Dusseldorf.

Broersen & Lukács (Margit Lukács and Persijn Broersen) are 
artists based in Amsterdam. In today’s visual culture, fiction 
is usurping the place of reality. Broersen & Lukács respond 
to this by creating videos that present a parallel world of 
spectacular images that fully absorb the viewer in which 
‘nature’ acts as a mirror for our media-dictated culture. Their 
films and installations have been shown internationally at a.o. 
Biennale of Sydney (AU), Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam (NL), 
Rencontres Arles (FR), Art Wuzhen (CN), Karachi Biennale 
(PK), MUHKA (BE), Centre Pompidou (FR) and Casa Enscendida 
(ES). Upcoming shows are at Rencontres, Le grand Palais 
(FR), A4Art Museum, (CN), Eres Foundation (DE), HeK (CH), 
Auckland Art Gallery (NZ).

Gordon Cheung is a British-born Chinese contemporary artist. 
He studied painting at the Royal College of Art and has held 
international solo exhibitions in London, New York, Dubai, 
Shanghai, Rome, São Paulo, Miami and Hong Kong. Cheung’s 
works are in notable art collections such as the Asian Art 
Museum, San Francisco, CA, USA; British Museum, London, 
UK; Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington, 
DC, USA; Hood Museum of Art, NH, USA; HSBC Art Collection; 
Museum of Modern Art, New York, USA; UBS Art Collection, UK; 
Yale Center for British Art, New Haven, CT, USA. He lives and 
works in London, UK.
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Baptist Coelho received his Masters of Arts from the 
Birmingham Institute of Art and Design (BIAD), UK in 2006. He 
was awarded the Sovereign Asian Art Prize, Hong Kong (2016); 
Façade Video Award, Bulgaria (2011); Promising Artist Award, 
India (2007); among others. Solo Exhibitions include, JSLH 
Art Gallery, Sonipat (2019); Somerset House, London (2016); 
Project 88, Mumbai (2015, 2009); among others. Baptist has 
exhibited, screened and performed worldwide in museums, 
galleries, universities; amongst others. Baptist has done artist 
residencies at NTU CCA Singapore (2019); Cité Internationale 
des Arts, Paris (2019); Leverhulme Artist-in-Residence at 
the Department of War Studies, King’s College London, UK 
(2015-16); among others. He has conducted many community 
workshops, artist talks, panel discussions across Asia, UAE, 
South Africa, Australia, UK and Europe.

Jamil Dehlavi is an independent filmmaker who read law at 
Oxford and was called to the Bar at Lincoln’s Inn in London. 
He then studied film at Columbia University in New York and 
has produced and directed many international award-winning 
feature films including Towers of Silence, The Blood of Hussain, 
Born of Fire, Immaculate Conception, Passion in the Desert, 
Jinnah, Infinite Justice, Godforsaken and Seven Lucky Gods.

Heide Hatry grew up on a pig farm in the south of Germany. 
She left home at the age of 15 to enroll in a sports school. She 
studied art at various German art schools and art history at 
the University of Heidelberg. She taught at a private art school 
for 15 years while simultaneously conducting an international 
business as an antiquarian bookseller. Since moving to New 
York in 2003, she has curated numerous exhibitions and has 
shown her own work at museums and galleries around the 
world. She is best known for her body-related performances 
and her work employing animal flesh and organs, rust, various 
sorts of debris, and more recently, cremated ashes. She is 
also obsessed with books, and has made hundreds of unique 
artist’s books, edited numerous books and art catalogues, 
as well as four commercial art books documenting her larger 
projects. Her most recent is Icons in Ash and was published by 
Station Hill Press, Barrytown, NY.

Laurence Hugues (www.laurencehugues.net) is part poet, 
part climate activist. She produces transmedia works mixing 
documentary sources with an intimate approach. Her first 
cooperation with Damage Control goes back to 2011, a 
videopoem shot in Delhi’s subway called “Next Station”, later 
screened at several international festivals. DamageControl 
(www.damagecontrol.in) is a communication consultancy that 
focuses on social and scientific issues related to sustainability. 
DamageControl specialises in translating research into 
communication. Once in a while, they also collaborate with 
artists with similar concerns.
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Richard Humann is a Brooklyn-based neo-conceptual artist 
whose work has been included in the Venice Biennale and 
the Karachi Biennale. He has had multiple national and 
international solo gallery and museum exhibitions. Richard 
has been an artist in residence at Yaddo in Saratoga Springs, 
New York, Himmelblau, in Tampere, Finland, The Emily Harvey 
Foundation in Venice, Italy, and the Gyeonggi Creation Center 
in Anson, South Korea. Richard is a recipient of grants from the 
Brooklyn Arts Council, the New York State Council on the Arts, 
and the 2016 Pollock-Krasner Award.

Alana Hunt is an artist and writer who lives on Miriwoong 
country in the north-west of Australia. This and her long 
standing relationship with South Asia—and with Kashmir in 
particular—shapes her engagement with the violence that 
results from the fragility of nations and the aspirations and 
failures of colonial dreams. Alana’s work is exhibited and 
published regularly throughout Australia, South Asia and North 
America. Her work has appeared as fragments in the Hansard 
Report of the Australian Parliament, as a reading in the history 
department of Jawaharlal Nehru University (New Delhi), as an 
eleven-month newspaper serial in Kashmir, and as an unofficial 
street sign at the base of Australia’s most under-utilized 
dam wall produced from the largest non-nuclear explosion in 
Australian history. In early 2020 Alana participated in an artist 
residency with Fremantle Art Centre and presented on her 
work at Pathshala South Asia Media Institute and Shoni Mongol 
Adda in Dhaka while attending the Dhaka Art Summit with the 
Australia Council. She is currently in the midst of publishing 
the long-term iterative body of work Cups of nun chai (2010- 
ongoing) as a book with the New Delhi-based Yaarbal Books 
headed by filmmaker and writer Sanjay Kak.

Jamshed Farhad Irani is a graduate of the Indus Valley School 
of Art and Architecture. He began his professional career 
working with Asim Raza from The Vision Factory before going 
on to establish his own production house, J F Irani Films.

Nadia Kaabi-Linke was born in Tunis, Tunisia in 1978 and 
graduated with a degree in painting from the Tunis Institute 
of Fine Arts, and then received her PhD in aesthetics and the 
philosophy of art from the University Paris-Sorbonne. She is a 
visual artist best known for her conceptual art, her installations, 
objects, and pictorial works that tend to be contextualised by 
the cultural, historical, social, political, and refer to a certain 
place or to coincidental events. Kaabi-Linke has had solo 
exhibitions at Centro de Arte Moderna José de Azevedo 
Perdigão, Fundação Calouste Gulbenkian, Lisbon (2014); The 
Mosaic Rooms, London (2014); and Dallas Contemporary, 
Texas (2015), Kunstmuseum Bonn, Germany (2014), and Darat 
Al Funun, Amman, Jordan (2020). She participated in the 
Sharjah Biennial, United Arab Emirates (2009); Alexandria 
Biennial for Mediterranean Countries (2009); Venice Biennale 
(2011); Liverpool Biennial (2012), and Kochi-Muziris Biennial, 
Kerala, India (2012).
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Nayan Kulkarni lives and works in the UK. Trained in sculpture 
at Birmingham and then The Slade Schools of Art, he has 
recently completed a PhD at the Royal College of Art. His 
research is developing new ways to understand the complex 
formations of experience and meaning generated by artificial 
light in the city. The perceptual, intellectual, ethical and 
technological dimensions of light as medium and idea are 
fundamental elements in his research. His work operates 
between gallery-based multimedia installations to interactive 
light and sound based works in architecture, the public realm 
and the landscape. Recent installations include A room for a 
pinoleptic (2020, Somerset House, London), Pilgrim (2019, 
Selby Abbey, Yorkshire) and Blade (Hull UK City of Culture 2017)

Ivan Lam has established a name for himself as one of the most 
progressive contemporary artists in Malaysia. His commitment 
and unrelenting pursuit of his artistic journey have seen his 
works span a variety of mediums and ideas, which are inspired 
by popular culture, autobiography, current affairs and every 
day vistas. With each series, he has become a maestro of 
different mediums: silk-screen, acrylic and oil painting, resin 
and aluminium. In Ivan Lam’s practice, every layer of his work 
is imbued with a sense of purpose and meaning.

Angeline Malik lives in Karachi, where she runs the production 
house Angelic Films, which she founded. She holds a BFA from 
Hunerkada College of Visual and Performing Arts, Islamabad, 
as well as a Master’s in Imaging and animation from London 
Guildhall University. A veteran actor and director, she has won 
numerous awards for her courageous portrayal of women’s 
issues in Pakistan.

Hura Mirshekari was born in Zarand, Iran in 1985. Since 1991, 
her family has been  displaced to Zabol, a small city near the 
Afghan border, where she attended primary and   secondary 
school. After receiving an Associate’s Degree in Mathematics, 
she graduated  with a degree in Fine Arts from the University 
of Sistan and Baluchestan in Zahedan in 2009. Her final 
project in painting and collage was titled “Mask in Painting”. 
Her supervisor was the sculptor Mehdi Yarmohammadi, now 
her husband. In her home country, where women’s artistic 
expression remains difficult and often censored, Hura 
Mirshekari lends her voice through painting and performance. 
She and Yarmohmamadi regularly collaborate on art projects. 
They have lived in Paris since 2016. 
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Sebastián Díaz Morales attended the Universidad del Cine de 
Antin in Argentina from 1993- 1999, the Rijksakademie van 
Beeldende Kunsten in Amsterdam from 2000-2001, and Le 
Fresnoy, Roubaix, France from 2003-2004. His videos waver 
between a passion for documentary investigation – which 
comes partly from the spectacular nature of his homeland, 
Patagonia, Argentina – and a talent for spontaneous narrative, 
which is both fantastical and steeped in utopian yearning. 
His work has been exhibited widely, including Tate Modern, 
London; Centre Pompidou, Paris and Stedelijk Museum, 
Amsterdam.

R. M. Naeem completed his BFA with distinction at the 
National College of Arts, Lahore in 1993. He subsequently held 
the position of Assistant Professor there. In the past 22 years, 
he has held 16 solo shows both in Pakistan and abroad and 
curated various important shows of local and international 
artists. In addition, his work has been exhibited in numerous 
important group shows, both nationally and internationally, 
including: The Asian Art Biennale, Bangladesh (2004 and 
2006); The International Artists’ Biennale, Iran (2006); The 
Pyeongtack International Art Festival Lake Museum, South 
Korea (2006 and 2007); Art Expo Malaysia (2010); Slick Art 
Fair, France (2010); AAF Affordable Art Fair, Singapore (2011); 
India Art Fair (2014); and Jaipur Art Summit, India (2012 and 
2014). Since 1994, he has been promoting art through art 
education at STUDIO RM in Lahore and In 2008 he initiated the 
Studio RM (International) Residency program, also in Lahore.

Amani Vaqar Pagganwala is an emerging Pakistani filmmaker, 
businesswoman and director. She made her directorial debut 
with two short films. Amani currently works as a Creative 
Producer, making DVCs and TVCs. She is also managing a 
mineral water startup and freelances as a graphic designer/
video editor. A graduate of Indus Valley School of Art and 
Architecture, Amani majored in Communication Design & Film 
(2015-2018).

Lujane Vaqar Pagganwala is a multidisciplinary artist, based in 
Karachi. She recently graduated from Indus Valley School of Art 
and Architecture with a Bachelors in Fine Art, having majored in 
Sculpture and New Media Art. Lujanes’s work revolves around 
the idea of space, both tangible and intangible, physical and 
metaphysical. 
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Tazeen Qayyum is a contemporary artist living in Canada since 
2003. She received her BFA in Visual Arts from the National 
College of Arts Lahore in 1996. Her work has received several 
critical reviews in, among others, The Canadian Art (2018), 
The New York Times (2009) and The Globe and Mail, Canada 
(2011 & 2015). She was nominated for the Jameel Prize (2013) 
and K.M. Hunter Award (2014), and received the Excellence 
in Art Award 2015 by the CCAI (Canadian Community Arts 
Initiative), and has been awarded many grants throughout her 
career, including UNESCO bursary (2000) to work and exhibit 
in Vienna. Her work has been shown in galleries and museums 
around the world and is included in several publications and 
many private and public collections.

Syed Danish Raza received his BFA from the Karachi School of 
Art and MA in Communications from Karachi University. He has 
taught Visual Arts at Karachi University and the Textile Institute 
of Pakistan, and his work has been exhibited in Karachi, Lahore, 
Islamabad and London. Based in Karachi, he works primarily in 
new media and computer graphics.

Carlos Acero Ruiz is a Dominican visual artist, art critic, curator and professor at 
Pontificia Universidad Católica Madre y Maestra of Santo Domingo. Acero Ruiz 
completed his undergraduate studies in Fine Arts and Social and Economic 
Sciences at the Universidad Nacional Pedro Henríquez Ureña in Santo Domingo, 
Dominican Republic, and subsequently obtained his Master’s Degree in ‘Arte 
Actual: Análisis y Gestión’ at Universitat de Barcelona, Spain. Currently, Acero 
Ruiz is the Director of Centro de la Imagen, Dominican Republic; Artistic 
Director and Curator of the International Photography Festival PHOTOIMAGEN; 
Vice-President of the International Association of Art Critics (2016-2019, 2011-
2014); Chair of the Congress Committee of International Association of Art 
Critics (2015-2018); a member of the International Council of Museums (ICOM); 
a member of the Organizing Committee for the National Biennial of Visual Arts 
of Santo Domingo; and the former President of Asociación Dominicana de 
Críticos de Arte (2012-2015). He co-authored Arte Contemporáneo Dominicano 
(2002), and Arte Dominicano Joven: márgenes, interacciones y nuevos territorios 
(2009) and is the author of Africa Serena, 30 años después with photographs 
by Clara Martínez Thedy, published by Scriptum Editions, London. He was the 
recipient of the AICA Prize for Outstanding Curatorial Work in 2007, 2008, 2010, 
2011, 2012, 2013 and 2014 in the Dominican Republic.

Honi Ryan is an interdisciplinary artist who presents experiential encounters 
between people and place as art. Utilising nonverbal communication and mindful 
practice, Honi produces performative guidelines for actions and situations 
in everyday life. She has exhibited, performed, presented and published her 
artworks and ideas across a range of professional and academic contexts in 
Asia, Australia, North America, Europe, and South America. Born in Melbourne, 
Australia and based between Berlin and Paris, she holds a Bachelor of Visual 
Art with University Medal from the University of Sydney and a Masters of Fine 
Art from The Transart Institute (Berlin/NY). She has taught art at universities 
in Australia, Pakistan, Germany and the US. Honi is a member of the editorial 
board for the international artistic research organisation, Project Anywhere.
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Muhammad Osama Saeed received his Bachelor’s degree 
in Mass Communication and Media Studies from Greenwich 
University, Karachi in 2019. He is an aspiring filmmaker 
who currently works in advertising. He has also worked 
with performance. He contributed works to Lal Jadoo, The 
Trojan Donkey and If These Walls Could Talk (2020). He also 
participated in Amin Gulgee’s performance Healing II. He lives 
and works in Karachi.

Mithu Sen has exhibited and performed widely at museums, 
institutions, galleries and biennales/triennials including 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York; Tate Modern, 
London; Queens Museum, New York; Eli and Edythe Broad 
Art Museum, USA; Kiran Nadar Museum of Art, India; MOMAT 
and Tensin Museum, Japan; Peabody Essex Museum, USA; 
S.M.A.K Museum, Gent, Belgium; Palais de Tokyo, Paris; Art 
Unlimited, Basel; Albertina Museum, Vienna; Kochi Muziris 
Biennale, India; Dhaka Art Summit, Dhaka; Bozar Museum, 
Brussels; Asia Pacific Triennale 9 Brisbane, Galerie Krinzinger, 
Vienna; Galerie Nathalie Obadia, Paris Brussels; Nature Morte, 
New Delhi, and Berlin; Chemould Prescott Road, Mumbai, etc.

Mohsin Shafi holds a Master’s Degree in visual arts and 
Bachelor’s Degree in visual communication, both from the 
oldest school of art in Pakistan, the National College of Arts in 
Lahore. Over the past decade, his work has been showcased 
at various exhibitions, art fairs, biennales, travelling shows and 
alternative experimental and public art spaces nationally and 
internationally. He has been part of prestigious art residencies 
in the United States and Europe and has been visiting faculty 
at the National College of the Arts and other art institutions. 
He lives and works in Lahore.

Stephen Sheehan graduated from Wirral Metropolitan College 
obtaining a first class honours degree in Fine Art in 2014. In 
2016, he obtained an MA in Fine Art at John Moores University 
at Distinction Level. During his MA, Sheehan was nominated 
and selected as a Liverpool Biennial Associate Artist, a 
two-year programme that aims to support and develop the 
career of northern artists on an international level. Sheehan 
predominately works with film, performance and video. He 
has a particular interest in exploring human mortality and 
repetition.
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Abi Tariq was born in Karachi, Pakistan and is now based in 
Paris. He holds a Masters of Fine Art from The Transart Institute 
(Berlin/New York), a Bachelor of Fine Art from Parsons Paris 
(now Paris College of Art), and a Pakistani passport. In 2017, 
with the support of the Cité Internationale des Arts, he created 
‘middle-man’ : a life-performance facilitating the presence of 
works of French artists Virgile Fraisse, (La) Horde, and Jean 
Hubert at Pakistan’s first contemporary art bienale, KB17.

Li Wei was born in Hubei and lives in Beijing. His work has 
been widely shown across the globe, including: the 55th 
Venice Biennale; the Katonah Museum of Art, USA; the Beijing 
Times Art Museum, China; the Daegu Photo Biennale 2010 in 
South Korea; the Palazzo Reale Museum, Italy; the Olympic 
Museum, Switzerland; the Criterion Gallery, Australia; the 
Toulouse Art Museum, France; the Ox Warehouse, Macau; 
the Prague Biennial 2003; the Beijing Red Square; the Hong 
Kong Arts Center; and the Performance Art Festival, Beijing. 
His impressive résumé also includes many solo exhibitions, 
including: Parc de la Villette, Paris; 10 Chancery Lane Gallery, 
Hong Kong; Shanghai Tang, Hong Kong; Tribeca, Madrid; 
Michael Schultz Gallery, Beijing; Mogadishni CPH Gallery, 
Denmark; Yeh Rong Jia Culture & Art Foundation, Taiwan; 
EScape Cultural Ample Gallery; PYO Gallery, Seoul; Galeria 
Espacio Minimo, Madrid; and Marella Gallery, Italy.
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Sara Vaqar Pagganwala received her BFA (hons) from 
Central St. Martins, University of the Arts, London and is a 
multidisciplinary artist and curator. She has been a part of 
several group shows locally and internationally. Her work 
explores the construction and rearrangement of different 
materials and properties and asks questions about form and 
control. She also investigates notions of the body and identity 
as a repetitive constant, especially in her performative work. 
Pagganwala was an assistant curator for the inaugural Karachi 
Biennale 2017 and curated Mix Tape (1), The Quantum City: 
Territory | Space | Place, which was the first International 
Public Art Festival at the iconic Karachi Port Trust (co-
curated with Amin Gulgee and Zarmeene Shah); Lal Jadoo, an 
exhibition of performance art at Karachi House and a part of 
the second International Public Art Festival which was aired 
live (co-curated by Amin Gulgee); The Trojan Donkey, a virtual 
international performance show happening simultaneously 
in over 28 different cities around the world (co-curated by 
Amin Gulgee and Adam Fahy-Majeed).Pagganwala currently 
lives and works in Karachi. She has worked as an assistant 
curator at Canvas Gallery and is as part of the adjunct faculty 
in the Liberal Arts department at the Indus Valley School of 
Art and Architecture, where she designed and introduced 
performance art as a course for the first time in Pakistan.

Amin Gulgee (b. 1965, Karachi, Pakistan) is an artist-curator 
based in Karachi. He received a BA in Art History and Economics 
from Yale University in 1986. He has exhibited his sculpture 
and installation all over the world. His most recent solos were 
“7” at the Galleria d’Arte Moderna, Rome, Italy and “7.7” at 
Mattatoio, Rome, Italy (2018). He has been active as a curator 
in Karachi since the 1990s. A working artist, he questions the 
power hierarchy of curatorship. Through his cross-disciplinary 
approach, he explores unlikely connections to uncover 
alternative narratives. In 2000, he established the Amin Gulgee 
Gallery, an artist-led, non-commercial space where he also 
lives and works. He regularly collaborates with outside curators 
to realize large-scale projects there. The gallery’s primary 
focus is on contemporary Pakistani art. It has also engaged 
with South-South dialogues, presenting shows highlighting 
the connections between African and Southeast Asian art 
and contemporary Pakistani practices. Exhibitions at the 
gallery are usually accompanied by catalogues. They include 
the scholarly volumes Artists’ Voices: Calligraphy and Artists’ 
Voices: Body (Oxford University Press, 2006) and Pakistan’s 
Radioactive Decade: An Informal Cultural History of the 1970s 
(Oxford University Press, 2019.) The gallery is also one of the 
first to provide a platform for performance art in Pakistan. It has 
hosted two exhibitions dedicated specifically to it: “Riwhyti: 
One Stand” (2013) and “Dreamscape” (2015). A recent show 
at the gallery was “Outsiders” (2018). A collaboration between 
the Amin Gulgee Gallery and the Goethe-Institut, it was a 
multidisciplinary exploration of urban subcultures in Pakistan 
and Germany. Gulgee was Chief Curator of the inaugural 
Karachi Biennale in 2017, which included the work of 182 
artists from Asia, Australia, Africa, Europe, South America and 
North America. In 2019, he curated 32 international artists for 
“One Night Stand / Coup d’un soir,” an exhibition/happening 
of performance art at the Cité internationale des Arts in Paris, 
France. The same year, he co-curated, with Sara Pagganwala 
and Zarmeene Shah, “The Quantum City: Territory | Space| 
Place” for the First International Public Art Festival in Karachi. In 
March of 2020, he and Sara Pagganwala curated "LAL JADOO/
RED MAGIC" a group exhibition of Pakistani performance art 
for the Second International Public Art Festival in Karachi. 
The following month, he, Sara Pagganwala and Adam Fahy-
Majeed curated “The Trojan Donkey,” an online exhibition of 
85 performative videos from across the globe.  
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This e-catalogue accompanies the exhibition "If These 
Walls Could Talk" curated by Amin Gulgee and Sara 
Vaqar Pagganwala.This took place on the 18th of August 
2020 at the Village Restaurant, Karachi. The show was 
launched online on Facebook on the 12th of December 
2020 from 7:07- 9:27pm (Pakistan Standard Time)

https://facebook.com/Ifthesewallscouldtalkfb

Producer: Ayesha Baigmohamed
Event Director: Pomme Amina Gohar

Design: Muniba Rasheed
Photography: Humayun Memon and JY Photo
Videography: Bilal Ghouri
Technical Advisor: Hormuz Irani

Essays: Amin Gulgee, Sara Vaqar Pagganwala, Nayan 
Kulkarni, Khusro Mumtaz, Sibtain Naqvi, Heide Hatry
Artist Texts: John McCarry
Editor: John McCarry
Cover Image: Carlos Acero Ruiz

© Texts: The authors
© Images: The photographers
© Artwork: The artists

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced in any form or by any means without the prior 
permission in writing of the publisher, author or artists. 

Special thanks to the Baigmohamed family for generously 
making the Village Restaurant available for the exhibition.

"If These Walls Could Talk" Video Catalogue
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