
 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

What is the contemporary narrative of minority experience within the Pakistani art Community? 
 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	



	
	

Chapter 1 – Introduction 
 
Background to the problem: 
 
   The two-nation theory called for the division of India into two countries based on religious 

demographics namely Hindus and Muslims. Following the events of partition, to retain a sense of 

nationhood in the newly created state, Pakistani historians took a subjective approach to historical 

learning focusing on events that promoted a sense of nationhood using religion as a lens1. In 1998 

the religious minorities stood at 4% of the nation’s population2 and this does not include groups 

such as ethnic minorities, people with divergent ideologies and the LGBTQ community. State 

Censorship has been apparent in recent times, only last year Adeela Suleman’s Killing fields and 

Installation for Karachi Biennale was shut down, Sarmad Khoosats Zindagi Tamasha was delayed 

release and a newly translated copy of A case of exploding Mangos by Muhammad Hanif was 

confiscates3. Art has been a major tool in protesting or taking back control in Pakistan as apparent 

in the women artists’ movement in the 80s during the Zia regime4.  Artists belonging to minority 

groups steer away (either consciously or unconsciously) from delving into religion from fear of 

backlash from the state or religious groups. In recent years, we have seen some artist like Julius 

John Alam, Anuskha Rustomji, Zahid Mayo who layer their works in minority experiences. 

Initiatives like mythological migrations run by Abdullah Qureshi, the practice of Zulfiqar Ali 

                                                
1 Jalal, Ayesha. "Conjuring Pakistan: History as Official Imagining." International Journal of Middle East 
Studies 27, no. 1 (1995): 73-89. Accessed April 5, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/176188. 
2 Maria-Magdalena Fuchs & Simon Wolfgang Fuchs (2020) Religious Minorities 
in Pakistan: Identities, Citizenship and Social Belonging , South Asia: Journal of South Asian 
Studies, 43:1, 52-67, DOI: 10.1080/00856401.2020.1695075 
3 Rizvi, Amina. 2020. What kind of art is the Pakistani state afraid of?. Aljazeera. 
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/kind-art-pakistani-state-afraid-200317083246974.html 
4 HASHMI, SALIMA. "An Intelligent Rebellion: Women Artists of Pakistan." India International Centre 
Quarterly 24, no. 2/3 (1997): 228-38. Accessed April 5, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/23005448. 



Bhutto, the curatorial practice of Aziz Sohail refer to LGBTQ experience in Pakistan in an effort 

to continue the discourse on state censorship and broadly nationalism in Pakistan. 

Problem Statement:    

        The purpose of this study is to understand historical and socio-political instances of 

censorship in contemporary art in Pakistan. To understand underlying themes of prejudice and 

national bigotry, this study will be looking at art produced by minority groups. By defining what 

constitutes as minority groups, this study will identify artists who have used their art to define 

personal identity. By identifying artists who have historically and in contemporary times used art 

as a means to counter cultural disenfranchisement; this study positions itself to understand how 

Pakistan’s nationalistic policies lead to social prejudice and censorship.  Good. I will suggest you 

further bound your research by time-frame in terms of historical instances. If contemporary is the 

main focus then highlight that. History will inevitably have to be mentioned. You have already 

bounded it within a place. This will help you narrow your focus. Too much information isn't always 

the best approach. 

 

Theoretical Frameworks: 

This research aims to understand the socio-political context of producing art in Pakistan through 

the lens of minority groups. To develop a framework for this research, we will be looking at six 

key theories: Nationalism, Art Activism, Identity, Minorities, Contemporary Art and Censorship. 

By exploring these concepts in tandem, this research will begin to examine the role of Art Making 

in social and political discourse from the minority perceptive. Concepts of censorship and 

patronage will give key insight into developing a cohesive lens to view art practices in hopes to 



understand decisions made by artists in relation to historical context. Also are there specific 

theories or theorists whose ideas or models of study most appeals to you or drives your research? 

 

Keywords: Minorities, Agency, Prejudice, Activism, Nationalism, Censorship, History and Religion. 

 

 

 

 

 

Significance of the Study: 

This study aims to understand the nuances of censorship in Pakistani Contemporary art in relation 

to the states nationalistic history. By looking at art produced by minorities, we will be able to 

understand the impact of Pakistan’s nationalistic Islamic policies on creative agency. Artistic 

practices that were censored in history lets us gauge and understand the strategies used by artists 

to retain a sense of identity, this study tries to position itself in debates around artistic freedom and 

prejudice. Socio-political referencing in art stemmed from women rights activism in the 70s to 

face of oppression. Today the debate around censorship has shifted, but various points of 

contention still remain. This study will trace these signifiers in artistic practices and thread them 

together to understand the socio-political commentary around artistic agency in Pakistan.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

 

        The construction of an officially imagined history to form state narratives leads to a selective 

and biased view of a much larger regional narrative leading to cultural disenfranchisement. Since 

the onset of Pakistan, the two-nation theory tried to create a unified national history by forgoing 

the regions ancient history in favor of an Islamic narrative5. The narrative weaved together by the 

nation-state did not take into account or ignored the presence of multiple nations living within the 

state boundaries. The creation of a homogenized state history through the workings of state 

controlled historians lead to bigotry on a national level. This official narrative is disseminated 

though official school curriculums and is conditioned into the mindset of local communities. By 

forming an identifiable archetype of a true Pakistani, we risk the alienation of any non-conforming 

groups based on religious, ethnic or ideological boundaries.  Visual art being firmly centered 

around regional culture identity suffers the most in this regard.  

 

                                                
5 Jalal, Ayesha. "Conjuring Pakistan: History as Official Imagining." International Journal of Middle East Studies 
27, no. 1 (1995): 73-89. Accessed May 3, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/176188. 



     To understand the cultural complexity of Pakistan, first we must define the various ethnic and 

religious groups within the states boundaries. Pakistan historically has been divided along ethnic 

lines with each province being related to a distinct group with its own culture and language. 

Pakistan’s ethnic groups include Muhajirs/ Mohajir, Baloch, Saraikis, Sindhis, Brahvi and Pashtun 

Saraikis, Hindo, while smaller groups include Turwalis, Kafiristanis, Burusho, Hindko, Brahui, 

Kashmiris, Khowar, Shina, and the Kalsh. These groups are defined through linguistic, cultural, 

and ethnic lines6. While the religious minorities consist of Ahmadis, Bahais, Bud- dhists, 

Christians, Hindus, Jains, Kalasha (of Chitral), Parsis and Sikhs7. Religion predominately plays an 

important role in national unity but issues of language, culture and official representation leave 

minority groups disenfranchised. Language plays an important role in cultural agency but through 

the homogenization politics of the state, smaller linguistic groups feel a lack of representation. Art, 

which is another form of communication, has also faced the impact of nationalistic politics with 

smaller cultures losing representation.  

 

       Pakistan though a young country has its roots embedded in the complex ancient history of the 

region. Following 1947, the newly formed Pakistani nation disowned this cultural heritage in favor 

of artistic practices that dwelled in the new Islamic identity of the region8. Suddenly centuries of 

artistic practices, schools such as the Bengal school painting and Lahore’s oriental tradition that 

favored figurative representations became distasteful. For the first 30 years of Pakistan’s life, 

artists favored Traditionalism that in found in works of artists like Abdur Rahman Chughtai or 

                                                
6 Bhattacharya, Dr. Sanchita. “Pakistan's Ethnic Entanglement.” The Journal of social, political, and economic 
studies. 40. 231-262 (21 September 2015). https://www.researchgate.net/publication/281280285 
7 H. Malik, Iftikhar. “Religious Minorities in Pakistan”. Minority Rights Group International, September 2002. 
8 Syed, Kanwal & Abdullah, Sarena. (2015). “Chronicling Pakistan's Art Movements from Traditional to 
Contemporary: 1960–2011.” Wacana Seni. 14. (2015). https://www.researchgate.net/publication/284970164 



modernism in the works of Shakir Ali. Following the Islamization process under General Zia, there 

was a shift in aesthetics. Islam filtered into art in the form of state-sponsored patronage. 

Calligraphy was the medium of choice as it fit the Islamic Identity of the nation and this aesthetic 

was termed forced formalism. Another interesting aspect of this time was the start of imagery that 

covertly included socio-political commentary especially by women artists who were widely 

suppressed. Post the death of General Zia and a shift to democracy, art in the 1990s slowly started 

to reform. At the time, the local population was not inclined to view art that deviated from Zia’s 

formalist aesthetic and so art in the 1990s grew slowly. The 1990s was an incubation period that 

developed the use of socio-political referencing in art that evolved into Pakistan’s contemporary 

art movement today. 

  

         Throughout Pakistan’s artistic history, we see many binaries in all the artistic phases that 

Pakistani art has gone through; Traditionalism vs modern, and Forced formalist vs socio-political. 

Opposing responses to the current time. The most important aspect in this history is the 

predominant role of state politics and censorship of art. The renouncement of ancient regional 

history following the 1947s partition seems to have created a vacuum that divides Pakistan from 

its regional culture in favor of Islamic ideology. Religion has become a central theme in the socio-

political discourse of the nation, affecting the dialogue around art, fueling ideas of censorship and 

social critique.  

 

         The late 70s and 80s was a tumultuous timeframe for Pakistani Visual Culture. Under the 

military dictatorship of General Zia, we saw an imposition of Islamic authoritarianism. During this 

time, we see an imposition of extremist Islamic ideology creating a hostile environment for non-



conforming groups. Women and minority artists have played a key role in developing notions of 

social critique in Pakistani art during this time9. Artists like Samina Mansuri, Mansoora Hassan, 

Sylvat Aziz, and Lubna Agha and many others found refuge in their artistic practice as a protest 

against the regime. While the state approved visual format shifted to calligraphy, which fitted into 

General Zia’s vision of a national aesthetic and inspired patronage of male artists. Women artists 

clung onto their practices as forms of dissent against the prescription and standardization of art 

through a covert manner10. The impact of women artists referencing socio-political themes in their 

work paved the way for the contemporary art movement in Pakistan.  

 

         State censorship in the eighties changed the nature of art. Censorship though oppressive in 

nature, has historically been a catalyst for artistic innovation and enrichment. Taking two examples 

from history; firstly the African-American music scene and the formation of Jazz and Blues genre 

of music in America and secondly, the persecution of lower class Punjabi stage performers. Class 

and Racial prejudice has been a motivator for human rights infringement, specifically in the form 

of censorship. In Black communities, artistic activity was not allowed in 19th century America 

before the civil war. African Slaves were not considered as equal citizens and not afforded equal 

rights even if legally free. This prompted the development of Jazz and Blues Music through 

instructional calls on plantations that took on musical notes and in churches where congregations 

were allowed. The second example is of Punjabi stage plays and women performers in Pakistan. 

                                                
9 Syed, Kanwal & Abdullah, Sarena. (2015). “Chronicling Pakistan's Art Movements from Traditional to 
Contemporary: 1960–2011.” Wacana Seni. 14. (2015). https://www.researchgate.net/publication/284970164 
 
10 HASHMI, SALIMA. "An Intelligent Rebellion: Women Artists of Pakistan." India International Centre Quarterly 
24, no. 2/3 (1997): 228-38. Accessed May 3, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/23005448. 



Dance for a given time period was outlawed under General Zia’s military dictatorship11. Women 

were prosecuted and policed on moral grounds. Post Zia, this form of prejudice is still seen Punjabi 

theater where female performers are labelled as morally corrupt. To curb this, performers like 

Nargis, and theater groups like Ajoka performed plays such as Aur Kitne Tukde.(how many more 

pieces) ,  Barri (Aquital) ,  Khasman Khanian (Husband Eaters)  in the 1990s and early 2000s. 

These plays with their feminist undertones talked about ideas of censorship, inequality and 

prejudice against race, class and gender. These two examples in tandem talk about the formation 

and response to censorship in artistic activity.   Prejudice in the form of gender and class 

differences resulted in the production of plays that commented on acts of moral policing. Even 

today, nudity, religious commentary, feminism and class debates are largely policed by the general 

population through the workings and conditioning done by state policies and official history. State 

censorship played a key role in developing art in Pakistan and highlighting the workings of 

nationalistic policies in the state.   

 

             Curatorial efforts today try to bridge the gap between visual culture and regional diversity. 

One such example would be the traveling exhibition ‘Is Saye Kay Parcham Talay’. The curators 

Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto and Abdullah Qureshi talk about minorities but not only in how the state 

provides the term to certain groups but also unknown groups that are at the borders of society. This 

is exhibition generates a discourse on how Artists from minority groups respond to making art and 

explore personal identity. The exhibition talks about the demarcation of minority groups. The 

curator Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto States “The question of state sanctioned minorities, [that is], the people 

                                                
11 Bresnahan, Aili. (2013). Censorship as Catalyst for Artistic Innovation. Journal for Peace and Justice Studies. 23. 
98-116. 10.5840/peacejustice201323223 
 



who the state recognizes as minorities... [versus] plenty of other people who are not recognized as 

minorities and this is where the question of marginalization comes in, which is that there are fringe 

groups who are constantly marginalized and it’s not just in reference to ethnic or religious 

communities12” in reference to cultural and artistic agency. Inquiry into Pakistan’s nationalistic 

history, Art Activism and Censorship give context to the idea of suppression especially in 

marginalized communities. Looking at these ideas in tandem, we begin to trace the various 

underlying themes embedded in the visual culture of our time.  

Chapter 3 - Methodology  

         The Nature of this study is to identify the socio-political condition of minority groups 

predominantly in the artistic community of Pakistan. The study will document and analyze artistic 

practices and try to understand the role of religion in artistic production and its reception while 

looking into ideas of censorship. Starting with looking at the national history of Pakistan to provide 

context to the problem, this study will try to understand the role of one nation theory through the 

art community’s lens. The aim is to understand the extent of censorship and freedom of expression 

in Pakistani contemporary art particularly through the lens of minority groups.  

            The first phase of this study will be to formulate and identify the conceptual basis of the 

ideas in question. Identifying the themes that include ideas of otherness, religious agency, 

nationalism and art history. These Ideas will be identified through observational analysis of 

historical Pakistani artists who identify as a minority group, e.g. Colin David, Jimmy Engineer. 

For the purpose of this study, we will be looking at religious minorities in particular.  

 

                                                
12 SALAH UDDIN, ZAHRA. “Can art help shape our understanding of minority rights in Pakistan? Zulfikar Bhutto 
says yes.” Dawn. (FEB 11, 2016), https://images.dawn.com/news/1174813 
 



          The second part of this research that will include analysis of artworks from artists that use 

religious themes and semiotics in their work. The artists include Anuska Rustomji, Veera Rustomji 

who belong to the Parsi community. Julius John Alam who is Christian and Fahad Mayo whose 

earlier work is based on the Shia minority of Pakistan. These observations will be centered on the 

artist’s process, their experience, the reception of their work. To give context to the study, I will 

be conducting Interviews of some of the previously mentioned artists about their practice and 

experience. This study will rely on primary and secondary data equally and will be qualitative in 

nature. The resulting data will be critically analyzed in the hope to find commonalities in strategies 

employed by the artists to cope with censorship.  

 

Findings 

               To understand the nuances of sociopolitical critique in Pakistani art, we must first look 

at artist A R Nagori. Born in 1938, Nagori’s art critiqued the oppressive regime of General Zia. 

Directly painting the dictator, Nagori’s expressionist aesthetic called into question the oppressive 

policies of the state specifically in terms of women and minorities. Though Muslim, Nagori 

utilized Hindu imagery in his work due to his interaction as a child with Hindu pundits and 

sadhus13. In Fig 1, we see a painting of Gandhi and Jinnah on a divided landscape with stark images 

of Hindu goddesses in the back. The composition of the image talks about partition and the division 

of land through the stark line that further bisects the composition. The use of religious symbols 

talk about shared history and the regions ancient history. In Nagori’s alphabet series, the W 

painting (Fig 2) talks about the atrocity of war through the depiction of the word W in the shape 

of Pigs, which in Islamic culture is deemed unappealing, bordering disgust. This painting was 

                                                
13 Cheema, Amina. 2011. A.R Nagori: A Retrospective. Art Now Pakistan. http://www.artnowpakistan.com/a-r-
nagori-a-retrospective/ 



made in response to the implementation of the blasphemy laws, which became a point of 

contention for minorities and caused violence 

across the country14. AR Nagori’s anti-martial law 

exhibition and critique of the regimes politics lead 

to the censorship of his works15 where his 

exhibitions were closed down.  

              The importance of Nagori’s art practice is 

to understand the relationship of Art and political activism historically. The poignancy of his work 

defines the underlying feeling of minority groups and the oppressed at the time and give us context 

to build upon. Fast-forwarding to today when the 80s are well embedded in Pakistan’s history, we 

have seen a sharp decline in Pakistan’s religious minorities with only 3.7 % of the population 

accounting for them(cite). Here we will look at the work of Julius John Alam, a graduate of the 

prestigious National College of Art and with an MFA from Parsons New York. Alam is 

                                                
14 Foo, Colin. 2016.  “AS GOOD AS DEAD” THE IMPACT OF THE BLASPHEMY LAWS IN PAKISTAN. 
Amnesty International. https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/asa33/5136/2016/en/ 
15 Akhtar, Sascha. 2011. The loss of a free thinker: A.R.Nagori. Dawn.  https://www.dawn.com/news/599397 

Figure  SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 1, A R Nagori, http://www.artnowpakistan.com/a-r-nagori-a-retrospective/ 

Figure  SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 2. 'W'  THE ALPHABET 



Representative of a community that has been persecuted under the Blasphemy Laws of the 80s. 

Recent events such as the Acquittal of Asia Bibi16 give context to his practice. In his exhibition 

‘The Candle Kept Burning’ at the koel Gallery in Karachi, He talks about the 51 lives of Christian’s 

lost due to the unfair usage of the blasphemy Laws. In his Installation Edition of Books: 51 (fig 

3), we see a set of 51 books made from white cloth or Latha in the local language, that is used to 

shroud the body of the dead. The books bound by a single red thread pays homage to the lives lost 

and talks about the unwritten history of these men and women. In a much earlier exhibition held 

at Rohtas 2 in Lahore, Alam created an in installation titled And the darkness came over the 

land….For the sun stopped shinning (fig 4). The exhibition talked about the experience of the 

Bahar Colony with its lack of resources like electricity and water. The colony being divided from 

the rest of the city by an open drain stands as a symbol of exclusion and prejudice. The work 

consisting of a blackened room with a bathtub and a red Christmas tree invokes an eerie sense of 

                                                
16 Graham-Harrison, Emma. 2020. Asia Bibi: Pakistani woman jailed for blasphemy releases photos in exile. 
Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jan/28/asia-bibi-pakistani-woman-jailed-for-blasphemy-
releases-photos-in-exile 
 



foreboding. This feeling of displacement poignantly talks about the recent events of violence faced 

by the Christian minorities of Pakistan.  

               Anushka Rustomji’s work talks about the fading Parsi culture in Pakistan. Rustomji’s 

work utilizes ancient Assyrian motifs from Ur and the Ishtar gate from ancient Babylonia as an 

critique of the loss of cultural and historical identity. In an Interview (appendix A) Rustomji talks 

about her interest in the ancient Mesopotamian motifs. As a Student in NCA, Rustomji States that 

she began incorporating themes of religion and Zoroastrian history in her 3rd year. She quickly 

abandoned this practice at the end of the third year stating, “I felt like I had to over explain my work”. 

Later on in her career during a visit to Pergamon Museum in Germany, she came into contact with 

Mesopotamian artifacts that in their context of a museum gave her a sense of cultural loss, she 

states “when I entered, you see all of these artefacts and they're kind of like corpses because they're all 

Figure  SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 3 , EDITION of BOOKS: 51. Julius John. http://koelgallery.com/julius-john-alam-03/ 

Figure  SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 4. The Curtain of the Temple Tore into Two. Julius John Alam. Metal bathtubs, artificial 



displaced”(Appendix A) . This sense of displacement lead her to incorporate Mesopotamian motifs in her 

practice.   

 

         In an exhibition titled Transition of Tradition held at Taseer Gallery Lahore, We see the work 

Ready Made Ruin (Fig 5), a carpet made out of white chalk utilizing motif’s from Assyrian history. 

The work is a reminder of the loss of Parsi culture in Pakistan with majority of the community 

migrating to other countries under the pressure of prejudice of local communities. The work which 

is a collaboration with Marjan Baniasadi, is ephemeral in nature. The practice of chalking and 

creating patterns in Parsi and Hindu Culture is very common.  Rustomji states that in Karachi, the 

practice of chalking is still well observed due to a more diverse community. The Ephemeral nature 

of the work used designs and motifs from ancient Mesopotamia, made using metal stencils. 

Anushka states that “So we wanted to just get it perfect in the beginning and then kind of let it live and, 

you know, let it evolve in whichever way it would” (Appendix A). The shifting nature of the work talks 



about the loss of culture and community of Parsi’s in Pakistan, Rustomji’s work predominantly plays 

on reclaiming her past through her work.  

         Another important these in Rustomji’s practice is erasure. When talking about censorship , 

Anushka’s states “if I feel like generally as artists, especially if you're working in Pakistan, I feel 

like we all practice a certain unconscious degree of self-censorship in some way or the other”. This 

self-censorship in Anushka’s case lead her to abandon her interest in female nudes. Much of 

Anushka’s practice is centered around a feeling of displacement. During her time in NCA she felt 

like an outsider stating “I was from Sindh but I wasn't Sindhi. I was in Punjab but I didn't know Punjabi. 

At home we don't speak Urdu so much. We speak English and Gujrati” and that sentiment is reflected in 

her work.  

              During the Interview with Rustomji, she comments about the role of Art in breaking the 

nationalistic tendencies of Pakistani History. Calling it a very “Linear” history, she talks about how as an 

Figure  SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 5. Anushka Rustomji. "Ready-made Ruin”. 2018. 5 x 7 ft. Powdered chalk 



Art Educator at IVS (Indus Valley School of Art) she tends to break linearity of the narrative by critiquing 

the very patriarchal themes surrounding artistic practices from Pakistani history. In a poignant observation 

of Pakistani Art history and using art as activism, Anushka states, “I feel like there’s a lot that has been 

done, but unfortunately, there hasn't been a lot that has been documented. So I feel like we've made progress, 

but then we've also stepped back because that stuff hasn't always been documented or preserved”. What is 

interesting about Anushka practice is her understanding of regional ancient history and themes, which 

highlights the importance of culture and practices in preserving identity.  The interview with Anushka 

highlights major gaps in the overall understanding of Art and regional history with overall reliance on 

political history as a nationalistic tool.  

 

Conclusion   

     Contemporary Art in Pakistan today is much more diverse and socio-politically charged. We have seen 

practices that directly challenge the prejudice against minorities and practices that try to preserve ancient 

culture. Nevertheless, the most important observation is that even today there is an internal sense of 

censorship that Artists and creative practitioners exercise. We see some artists who do tend to step beyond 

that boundary but much of it is left undetected or undocumented, which is where our main problem exists. 

For an artist who belongs to a Minority, the first major problem that comes with his or her practice is to 

convey their context to the audience. Because news of oppression or the understanding of other cultures is 

slowly becoming limited in Pakistani community, many of these practices are left either ununderstood or 

unobserved. Another major factor is the limited documentation of artistic practices. Not having large 

databases or comprehensive books on art limits our understanding of the themes that concern artists, making 

it much more limited and difficult to make connections. Lastly, the overall history of Pakistan is much more 

political in nature and comprehensive literature on cultural history doesn’t not exist on a schooling level. 

This impacts the overall vocabulary of audiences and artists alike. Art Institutes play a role here by 

reintroducing cultural history of the region to future artists but that also creates a divide between the general 

audience and an artwork. Artists from minorities take some liberty in their art because the audience is not 



aware of the themes they are engaging with which they use as a cover to talk about their experience. An 

overt analysis or understanding of the concerns of these artists does not exist and so in today’s political 

environment it is necessary to collect and link artistic practices to create a base for future artists to work on. 

This study is barely scratches the surface of this multifold issue but identifies more areas of concern and 

gaps in knowledge that require thought and investigation.  

Great well done. I think there is room for more creativity and exploration.  
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Appendix A 

Interview with Anushka Rustomji 

 

Waleed Zafar Been looking at the various time frames Pakistan has gone through in terms of its artistic 

construction.  

 

Waleed Zafar I've looked very much Zia that are period.  

 

Waleed Zafar I've looked at, you know, the feminist movement around that time, the feminist manifesto 

that was written.  

 

Waleed Zafar There's a very interesting reading by Mrs Salima Hashmi on that.  

 

Waleed Zafar So my concern was at this point in time that, you know, being an artist in this particular 

time period when you know for sure political referencing an artist very much like in Vogue,  what are the 

limitations of that creative agency and then how is creativity used by diasporic communities in Pakistan, 

by people who do not conform to the linear narrative.  



 

Anushka Rustomji They are part of the subculture,  you can say that.  

 

Waleed Zafar Exactly, that sub-culture that exists, I'm trying to trace that.  

 

Anushka Rustomji OK, that's interesting.  

 

Waleed Zafar So in your practice, I feel like because you're referencing a lot of you know Mesopotamian 

history, you take a lot of history from Iran and from Iraq.   

 

Waleed Zafar And again, even that is a part of South Asian cultural history as well with our dealings 

with Persia  And our dealings with Mesopotamian civilization. It's still an avenue that isn't really 

something that is considered as part of the context of this region.  

 

Anushka Rustomji  Ofcourse because it's not , I mean when you're talking about regions, we're talking 

my geography right. So, I mean we can say that culture doesn't really have boundaries views as such. But 

I mean, we can't really see that land doesn't, you know, if the land is something more tangible. So you can 

obviously say that something belongs there and something belongs to you.   

 

Waleed Zafar But again, there is obviously a large overlap as well. Through cultural exchange and trade.  

There have been settlements, Persion outposts at a point in time would go up until the Indus River. It is a 

part of our cultural history and our ancient history. But again, you living in Pakistan, being part of the 

Parsi community, you might have felt some kind of disconnect. I'm going to dive into this by reading out 

the first line of your artist statement 'her practise is influenced by displacement and erasure in reference to 

diasporas in the global South. Can you unpack that?   

 

Anushka Rustomji Yeah, yeah. So actually it has a direct link to my in my practise because when I'm 

talking about erasure the body of work that I've been producing in the past five years or so has a lot to do 

with the kind of medium that I'm using, which is a loose chalk medium. Now, this particular practise was 

inspired by actually a culture practise that many people observe in Pakistan, in the Parsi community and 

also across the border in India.  

 

Anushka Rustomji You can say for diffe rent kind of celebrations and so on. So what we do is that we 

use these chalk boxes that have these intricate patterns and you make patterns outside your house. Now, 



the most obvious translation of this would be that limestone powder is actually a disinfectant in a way. So 

it has a practical function, not just an aesthetic function, but when I'm dealing with topics of erasure. Very 

similar to what you had said at the beginning of the interview that history itself  

 

You know, it's very interesting because the more you dig into it, the more things come out. You cant 

really say that history is linear because there's so many things happening simultaneously, so many 

overlappings of movements overlapping of ideas and so on. But like you mentioned, you know like a lot, 

especially in history books or in state-sanctioned literature or any kind text book or any kind of idea 

there's a huge filter on that. And it's not just political. I mean, it's got a lot to do with gender also. So you 

rarely see women or you rarely see people outside the hetro, you know the heterosexual man who's who's 

been glorified and in certain ways in our history books. And I think, like, you know, my this this is all this 

interest of mine started because it started when I was actually teaching art history, because when you 

when you're teaching it, you're kind of revisiting what you learned as a kid. And when you're a kid, you 

are not taught to question that much as such or they were always very way strict boundaries as to what 

you've can question and not question about history, culture, religion and so many other things, you know. 

And I feel like now the atmosphere, especially in todays world or in Pakistan today, it's become even 

more tighter in forms of restriction of especially what or what can be publicly said. What can be publicly 

displayed and so on. So when I was teaching it, I didn't want to present to my students of this very sort of 

a very Pak-Studies approach to things because I thought that would that would kind of negate the idea of 

art education. And I've been very lucky that in the sense that no matter which art history course I've 

taught, you know, in whatever institue, they've given me enough freedom to actually explore and teach 

what I wanted teach.  

 

Anushka Rustomji So that made me think that, you know, what more can I include in this?  

 

Anushka Rustomji Because if I'm given freedom to actually put out to the students, then in a way, I have 

to make that kind of choice as to what they're exposed to, because, I mean, a syllabus is always the 

choosing and negating of certain things.  

 

Anushka Rustomji You know, you simply because of logistics, you have you have a certain time period 

or a time frame like the term or how long a class is and you have to decide what is what, you know, what 

needs to be shown, what needs to be discussed, what the students can look at themselves later on, what 

you can refer to them later on. So I feel like it was very interesting coming, you know, revisiting that and 

kind of kind of having the freedom to explore things that were, you know, that weren't really explored 



when we were studying history in a very traditional sense. So I think that's that's also something that I 

found really interesting especially in Pakistan, you know, there's so much that, that we haven't explored or 

that isn't really known, especially in Pakistan, about art history, you know, starting from, like you 

mentioned, ancient civilizations.  

 

Anushka Rustomji And you know, even the crossing over or the cultural exchange between ancient 

civilizations like you mentioned, Mesopotamia. So, yes, my work. It's, you know, it is influenced a lot by. 

By the persian or the Babylonian and the Assyrian, even the Sumerian. There are different mythologies 

there are different imagery especially.  

 

Waleed Zafar So, yeah, I mean it's it's got a lot to do with these regions. You talked about the linear 

narrative of Pakistan. From my inquiry into that, a lot of it has to do with the fact that the one nation 

theory when it was concocted did not take into account the cultural variation, differences between religion 

and the diversity of Pakistan when it came into being actually.  

 

Waleed Zafar And that led to this constructed history of Pakistanis aswell. Growing up as an artist in 

Pakistan. Did you feel that, you know, disconnect or that pressure in terms of how you were approaching 

your art and in terms of how you were looking at these topics. You did say that your interest stemmed 

from an artist historical approach. But then how was that recieved , How was your work critiqued, how 

was that experience for you?  

 

Anushka Rustomji I think it was it was a really interesting experience because I started working on this 

particular or I started working with these themes in my 3rd year at NCA. And then I think like around the 

end of 3rd year I suddenly switiched and I wanted to explore something a little more universal. I didn't 

want it to be a very niche sort of practise because I felt like a lot of, I felt like I had to over explain my 

work. And that wasn't really sitting well with me. It was it was tiring. And then I feel like also when you 

are in third year and forth year at art school, you know, you don't really know much. So I felt like maybe I 

could revisit these themes later on. I did my thesis in something else. And I mean, I was on good terms 

with my teachers as such and everything. But I mean, in terms of someone understanding my practise 

fully, I don't think there was someone like that at the institute that I was. I mean, everyone has limitations, 

right, according to their cultual exposure, I couldnt fully expect that from them the same way I wouldn't 

expect myself to understand so much of another culture either if I haven't experienced it. But I remember 

when I had gone to Germany, what really triggered it is when there was a museum over there what they 

call the Pergamon Museum. I mean, it still exists. And I was really excited to see it because it had it had it 



was supposed to have all of these old artefacts of Mesopotamia, especially of the Assyrian and 

Babylonian eras. And there was the access that you have that these kind of sculptures. It's not something 

that that you've seen in Pakistan generally. So I really wanted to see them. And when I went there, there 

was this whole hugh floor just full these sculptures. And there was also this gate, the Ishtar Gate. And 

before I went into the museum, I was, I was set to go there. And then when I entered, you see all of these, 

you see all of these artefacts  and they're kind of like corpses because they're all displaced. They're not 

really in the space they're supposed to be in a way, they've been uprooted and the literature on the wall 

also. 

 

Anushka Rustomji It was a crafted statement that an explorer went there and found these things and 

brought it back. But I mean, is it really like that or isn't. How were the people compensated? What things 

were signed, were the people happy with, you know, this is huge part of a building just being taken from 

one end of the world to another.  

 

Anushka Rustomji So  when I was there, you know, I initially, like I said, was really excited.  

 

Anushka Rustomji But then when I spent more time roaming around that area, it was actually very sad 

for me. And and I couldn't stop thinking about it even after I left the museum, especially because. So a 

little bit about the Ishtar gate that I got by looking at that is that there are two gates. One is larger than the 

other and the gate at the back was so large that it couldn't fit in the museum. So they had actually 

dismantled it, like they had broken it and was just in this storeroom. So there was this huge ancient gate 

that, you know, it's it's gorgeous because it's you know, it's got all of these minerals. but it's just in the 

storeroom. And they had written that this gate that we had presented is actually the smaller version and 

the larger version is in our storeroom because, you know, we don't have the space. Our museums ceiling 

not high enough. You know, it was it was just really, really sad and really depressing to think about how 

something can be a tangible reminder , something that is a physical degradation of history can be 

transported from one place to another. And what does that lead to, how does it affect the culture? You 

know, off of the people who are witnessing it, the people who have lost it in their region and so on. So it 

made me think of these questions. And then and then it made me think of them in a wider kind of context 

as to how like minorities in Pakistan. A lot of there, a lot of that temple's or a lot of the you know, a lot of 

their practices, they eventually start to change in form or they're erased in certain ways or. Yeah. And 

then it made me think about how erasure actually influences a culture in a certain way. No just  positively 

or negatively, but just how it influences.  

 



Waleed Zafar It is really interesting to think about the fact that, you know, the identity of Pakistan post 

1947 and the ancient history of the region got very damaged. And suddenly we have a very linear 

historical narrative.   

 

Waleed Zafar Post Partition , we have conveniently forgotten all these very imported narratives of 

different religions. Pakistan being the center of the Buddhism, the Ramayan and the Maha Bharata being 

written on the river Ravi all these very important aspects of the local religion are suddenly swept under 

the rug. and I saw rug because your work readymade ruin is inspired from a rug.  That particular work of 

yours was very symbolic of this kind of erasure of history aswell. Can you tell  me a little bit about that 

particular work, how you came about, like the idea. How do you think that people responded to this 

particular work? I remember I was at the exhibition and I think I stepped into it.  

 

Anushka Rustomji That's fine. You are contributing to the evolution of the piece.  

 

Waleed Zafar So I remembered that particular exhibition happened at Taseer Art Gallery. So how do 

people recieve the work? 

 

Waleed Zafar Do people ask you questions? how receptive art galleries are to this kind of practise that 

doesnt essentially fit into the framework of  the gallery.  

 

Anushka Rustomji Basically it doesnt make them Money.  

 

Anushka Rustomji  So for this particular piece, it was a collaboration with Marjan. And it actually 

started with that because I approached her and I said, you know, Let's work on an exhibition together. I 

thought it would be interesting to see if we could do anything in collaboration. I already had some pieces 

and I wanted to make some more. But not necessarily an instigation. And then when we got together, then 

we were talking about how we could actually present a piece that was an actual collaboration, you know, 

not just two artists side by side in an exhibition. And we experimented for one or two days. You know, I 

had my we we had like a couple of patterns. I mean,I should have documented the process. But it was so 

hot. And and there was, you know, so much else going on. But we had a couple of patterns that we 

wanted to put out. And then You know, we were we were experimenting not just in sketches, but in actual 

in actual physical form where we were.  

 



Anushka Rustomji We had the chalk trays and we were creating patterns on the floor. And then we were 

erasing it and then trying over erasing it an trying over. So it was this constant process of seeing what we 

should actually present and what. What can you know, what images can we choose?  

 

Anushka Rustomji How can we how can we present this as as as a you know, how do we like the whole 

idea of a carpet, it actually came from her practise because she works with carpets . And in the beginning, 

I think we were trying to avoid that in some way because we didn't want it to be so predictable. But then, 

you know, we were like, let's just you know why by avoid it, let's just go with it. You know, it's what we 

know best. It's it's it's what we're familiar with. It's part of our practise. so let's not just create something 

new for the sake of being new, you know, let's go with something tried and tested. And then when we 

then when we we constructed like a like a chalk carpet in my studio in Lahore. And then and then when 

we came to Taseer actually, Sanam was really excited. We had like other pieces up aswell. But this one 

we spent a lot of time on, because I think both of us. We just wanted it perfect. She's a miniaturist. I'm I'm 

not I'm not like, you know, very precise about my work. But, you know, I I felt like because  we would 

not be spraying it. You know, it would it would eventually. We were we had. Knowledge that it would 

eventually just disintegrate. And we were okay with that. That was part of the whole idea. So we wanted 

to just get it perfect in the beginning and then kind of let it live and, you know, let it evolve in whichever 

way it would. So I feel like. But I think that galleries is now they are especially in. I mean, in Pakistan I 

can't speak for abroad.  

 

Anushka Rustomji But I think that galleries here are really receptive to that kind of work. Now, it's it's 

more experiential than actually something that can be stored or monetized. The response that we got at 

Taseer Art Gallery, was actually really great like apart from, you know, the usual friends that that come to 

Galleries. We had a couple of people who came in and ask questions. And a lot of and a lot of the images 

that we used, you know, those patterns 

 

Anushka Rustomji They actually were they were ancient. You can say Mesopotamia in patterns in so 

many ways.  

 

Anushka Rustomji Like we extracted these kind of flowers, we extracted these kind of other mythology 

characters . Sometimes we broke them in half and, you know, used a bit. And so on. But I think that 

people were interested in the visual. Perhaps not so much in what in what it meant.  

 



Anushka Rustomji And and that's I mean, that's fine, you know, each to its own. No one really has to 

delve so much into into why and how of a piece. Some people are there for the visual. And I think we 

have to accept that, you know, it's it's not something that's in our control.  

 

Waleed Zafar So it's interesting, the next question I would have been, would be that a lot of people do 

not really understand the kind of historical referencing that goes on. And you've said that before, that in 

your undergrad practise you had to do a lot of over explaining.  

 

Waleed Zafar Do you still feel the need to explain your work?  

 

Anushka Rustomji No, not at all. Because I think it's not just you know, it's it's it's not just 

overexplaining. I feel like sometimes sometimes it's okay to just go with it. It's OK to not want to control 

what people think about your work all the time. I feel like that is that itself is a journey that I've taken. But 

but I'm okay with people interpreting it in different ways. And actually it's more fun that way. It's it's 

interesting to see how people's perception of it would change, you know, from person to person.  

 

Anushka Rustomji And I mean, as of just you, you do what you can to present a certain idea. But 

ultimately you put it out into the world, it's it's not for you to control it anymore. So a lot of my practise 

has to do with the idea of that piece, you know, changing its form. So yeah.  

 

Waleed Zafar Another question would be to what if somebody is asking you a question, what is like the 

most absurd question about your practise that somebody has asked.  

 

Anushka Rustomji I don't, I don't really remember. You know, I can't. I don't think anyone's asked me 

something very outlandish that way. It's I feel also that mean, I feel also that people are very cautious in 

asking these kind of questions these days, especially. So I don't I haven't been asked anything like, you 

know, very, very absurd. I think I think also now in Karachi, at least. I feel like a lot of people are very 

familiar with the idea of chalk on the floor. They've seen it either in Hindu traditions or or even in Parsi 

traditions. You know, like a lot of. I feel like Karachi more multi cultural that way. So this is not an alien 

practise. But I think I think like in other places, it's it is you know, it's it's it's something that is very. I 

mean, I guess it's fascinating. But I mean, in terms of asking questions. People have been cautious. So it's 

it's never anything outrageous or or something that is offensive even.  

 



Waleed Zafar Then I would ask, what has your experience been with censorship overall in terms of your 

practice. Have you created a work that you felt would not be received in some way or the other, maybe 

you felt the need to kind of self-censor along the way?  

 

Anushka Rustomji So I think that's that's interesting because I feel as if I feel like generally as artists, no 

matter if especially if you're working in Pakistan, I feel like we all practise a certain unconscious degree 

of self-censorship in some way or the other. There were many times in fourth year, especially when I did 

want to I did want to paint a nude female form. It's very difficult to get hold of a nude model in Pakistan. 

And then you know that the logistics or the you know, it's it's I mean, if like it deters so many people also, 

which is very sad because so much of our I mean, you really learn a lot from the body. But apart from the 

body in terms of censoring ideas or in terms of censoring mythologies, I feel like in any case, I do want to 

work with veiled narratives, because I feel like that would be not more and more universal. But in a way 

it's I think it just adds to the complexity. And I I do want to you know, I don't want I don't want to 

illustrate something directly. I do want to present my own thought on it. So in a way, I I feel like maybe 

self-censorship is practiced in some ways. 

 

Waleed Zafar So you said something right now, you said that, you know, people in Karachi are much 

more aware of these cultural practices.  

 

Anushka Rustomji I mean, I am assuming.  That is my bias. So I could be wrong. Maybe I shouldn't 

have said it.  

 

Waleed Zafar It's Fine 

 

Waleed Zafar Because there is by proportion, a better community in Karachi of Parsis and Hindus in 

comparison to Lahore. Me being from Lahore, I could I can safely say that. But then, you know, 

something that intrigues me is that because all of these cultural practices are swept under the rug. We are 

not that much aware of you know festivals happening or, you know, a lot of these different activities and 

things happen. Every one in Pakistan will know when Eid is coming. And, you know, there'll be a lot of 

festivity around that but you would not know if when Baisakhi is there or when Holi being held. 

 

So, you know, this is actually OK. So this is really interesting because I feel like this small pocket book of 

my grandfather and it's like, you know, you know, those diaries that you get, those calender sort of diaries 

where you have, the first couple of pages that actually have all the dates and everything. So is a smaller 



one. And I'll send you photographs of it if you want. So in the 1950s, it actually has like, you know, a list 

of holidays like if you look at any calender that is published in Pakistan, they will obviously tell you 

when Eid is or when Ramadan is or any of the Islamic holidays, depending on the sighting of the moon, 

obviously. I mean, that's another thing. But but in that small calender, it actually has all these little things 

written, like when the Baisakhi is, when holi is. And I thought that was really interesting. But this is in the 

1950s. So it made me think that now it I mean, like you mentioned, no one really knows. I feel like 

Novroz itself you know, as Zoroastrians, we celebrate ir twice. So we have one in March, which is a more 

universal celebration because it's celebrated by people who have any kind of any kind of linkage to Iran 

or Syria.  A lot of Agha Khani also celebrate Novroz. So it was very interesting because in the Hostel I 

remember when I was living there. Obviously, no one's going to give you a holiday for Navroz and you 

don't ask. You know, kind of accept that you're not going to get one because you don't really do much on 

it anyway. As a kid or as a child or a student. But I remember on, in the March Novroz, there were 

actually a couple of people from Quetta, from Hunza who were, well, you know, excited. And they were 

like, we will set the Novroz table. we will do this and do that.  And I was shocked because I was like 

what, you also celebrate it. And I think that was that was really exciting for me, because then, you know, I 

no longer felt like like I didn't belong to a group. And when you're in college, I think that, you know, you 

you eventually you do want to find your own people in a way. And I wasn't doing that because, you 

know, I was from Sindh but I wasn't Sindhi. I was in Punjab but I didn't know Punjabi. At home we don't 

speak. We don't speak Urdu do so much. We speak English and Gujrati. So I wasn't you know, I wasn't 

really finding anyone that had like similar cultural roots. But but I feel like in so many ways, these 

celebrations, they can be you know, they don't have to be very like alienating. They can actually bring 

people together. So, I mean, in terms of Erasure, that's you know, that's these are these are questions to 

really ask the Pakistani government. This is not something I can I can really answer as to why it hasn't 

been, why it hasn't been talked about. But I know that I know that Dawn does publish this little thing on 

on the day of Novroz wishing It's readers. I know what it's about for those who celebrate it, but that's 

because so many Parsis also work or have worked or do worked in Dawn newspaper. So they cant really 

ignore that. So, yeah.  

 

Waleed Zafar Another question I would have is that Art is anthropological in Nature, documenting 

history, documenting the experiences of people.  

 

Waleed Zafar Art has that tone of documentation to it in some way. I would I would be interested to 

know or would like to would want your opinion on is that how can art in your understanding kind of 

preserve these cultural practices of people or use art to regain cultural agency. In using motifs, like you 



said, in chalking which in fact, is done in Hinduism as well, in Zoroastrianism and then other things like 

that. What is your opinion on that?  

 

Anushka Rustomji I mean, I feel like I feel like there are maybe no boundaries on that .  

 

Anushka Rustomji You know, every I feel like most art pieces that I've made are a documentation of 

experiences or the culture that a person has grown up. I think about I mean, if you think about pop art as 

well. It's it is a cultured experience. So I feel like in terms of traditions I feel or in terms of, you can say 

the craft itself. You know, it's I feel like in today's world also there's less of a division between art and 

craft and but I feel like this kind of debate it also has a lot of it has a lot to do with gender also. So many 

practices have been negated as fine art simply because they have a very gendered root. You know, take, 

for example, embroidery or something primarily carried out by women. So I feel like it's it's more 

complex in that way.  In reality, we are surrounded by art and culture and tradition. But what we choose 

to highlight, what we choose to ignore. It's really telling of what a society overall thinks about a certain 

tradition or something about whether it's worth highlighting, whether it's worth looking at in more detail. 

But in terms of in terms of art highlighting culture, I mean, that is I mean, isn't isn't that isn't that what it's 

all about? In the end, you know, you're you're putting out a piece and you are presenting an idea in a 

tangible form. So I feel like it is really up to, you know, play this role. And also because I think being an 

artist, you can get away with much more as opposed to, you know, being a journalist, because I mean, the 

two professions are very different but in terms of documentation, to be a historian is going to be different 

but then I feel like all these practices can really amalgamate in an art practice, which also makes it great. 

You know, it really expand to your mind because then you don't you know, you're not sticking to one 

particular one particular one sort of outlook or idea. You can really think about what you want to 

highlight when you want to highlight it and in what manner. So in so many ways, you're afforded more 

freedom in that way. But it's I think that. You know, and in Pakistan, I feel like no matter what the 

circumstances are like, no matter what democracy or dictatorship we are under. What's the difference? 

But I feel like in so many ways artists  have to continuously done that, you know, it's it's it's always been 

this sort of. It's always it's always defied a very common taken for granted narrative. It's it's always it's it's 

sought to explore the less explored, you know, streams of consciousness. So. So I feel like especially in in 

terms of art in pakistan, I feel like, you know, this there's a lot that has been done, but unfortunately, there 

hasn't been a lot that has been documented. So we've we've I feel like we've made progress, but then 

we've also we've stepped back because that stuff hasn't been it hasn't always been documented or 

preserved. So we have you know, we've done so much and then we've lost so much also. But a lot of 

people I mean, I know that they're working on it. You know, a lot of people. So many people looking for 



different cultural movements or different things that have been, you know, not necessarily acknowledged 

so much or not necessarily taught in an art history course. But what I mean are equally important in terms 

of understanding our history and heritage and so on.  

 

Waleed Zafar  One other thing that is missing. Education, not just education like as an artist, but as an 

education on a school level aswell , the history we are taught in our O an A levels being centred around 

the political history of Pakistan rather than the more cultural history of Pakistan.  

 

Waleed Zafar:  One other thing in your in your statement.  'it uncovers the way diasporic relations offer 

a friction to and with the materiality of land itself'. I find that pretty interesting. But I want know your 

view on this friction that you're talking about.  

 

Anushka Rustomji : Well, you know, when we look at what this might be a little controversial 

 

Anushka Rustomji : But, yes. You know, when you talk about friction, there's a lot when you when you 

take let's say when you take a statement and when you omit certain things from that statement, does it 

really hold true. And then whenever you translate I mean, I'm thinking whenever you translate an event 

into words.  

 

Anushka Rustomji:  That's always a limitation of language. You know, there's. And then and then when 

you. And then there's always a limitation of medium when you go about a verbal tradition. I feel like so 

many times verbal traditions are not given that kind of not given that kind of importance. But in so many 

ways, text is also taken so literally, not just in a religious sense, but like in a historical sense as well. And 

we tend to forget that language itself whether it's written or spoken. It always has its limitations. So 

there's like a fine line between so much history that we studied that that people really interpreted in a in a 

different way.  

 

Waleed Zafar:  Can this Interpertation be like a point of contention, you know otherization of certain 

cultural Identities?.  

 

Anushka Rustomji:  Yeah. So this is interesting. Like I would not say that there is a certain event that 

that I could say, right. You know, this is what I think and this is what actually happened.  

 



Anushka Rustomji: But I feel like I feel like this this idea of erasure has a lot to do it with our psyche. 

And what is what is shown, what is not shown? You know, I think like that has more to do with with how 

our history is manipulated in a way, rather than presenting one particular incident and saying, well, you 

know, this is what actually happened when it didn't happen. I mean, if I had to pick one incident and I 

don't know much about this, I'm going to be very cautious when I say this. But when you talk about 

partition, it's very interesting that our history books would say something very different. And if you look 

at the history books in India, I'm sure they're not going to say the same thing. And then if you look at 

history books in the U.K., I mean, who knows what's mentioned and what's not mentioned. So so, I mean, 

in in terms of that. You know, it's it's really about. And it's all propaganda. I feel like in terms of history, 

especially of a nation, when you're teaching it to students, when you're teaching kids who are so young. 

How old were we when we studied all levels? I think. Fifteen. Well. Fourteen, fifteen or something? 

Something like that. So, I mean, when you're really talking about how history affects the student at that 

age, you know, the effect are really, I mean, I don't know. I don't know what to say to that. But unless 

they really revisit it in another subject much later on when they are older. Those students are going to 

keep thinking of it in that linear way. They're not going to question it further. There's going to be no 

further investigation in their mind. They're going to take it for granted that this is what it is and this is not 

what it is. You know, it's something very different. It's it's something that one cant really pin down and 

say this is the exact way out of events.  

 

Waleed Zafar:  We as Pakistanis look at very recent history, the vaccume created by partition between 

the regional history makes you forget a lot of things.  

 

Waleed Zafar:  I've been doing a parallel research, which you have mentioned about the uprooting of 

monuments and traditions and cultural material which is transported to the west. if you do an inquiry into 

the history of this particular phenomenon. It's not very recent. It's very old. boring alot of things, a lot of 

words in Greek actually come from Sanskrit.  There is a lot of overlap as well, which is largely ignored. I 

want you talk a little bit, little bit about that.  

 

Anushka Rustomji:  So, I mean, when we talk about that, when you talk about this is obviously just my 

opinion.  

 

Anushka Rustomji:  So when you talk about ancient civilizations and trade between these places, there's 

obviously going to be a lot of influx and a lot of overlapping off of ideas, of language, of culture, of 

physical, physical, tangible things obviously used by trade. But then I feel like that is very different from 



from, you know, the 1920s western excavation of the east where you are uprooting monuments and taking 

them. I mean, it's a direct product off its a direct practise of colonization. It's not it's not trade. Like we 

didn't get the Eiffel tower or something in return. You know, we we just in terms of what has been taken 

from these regions is is monumental. And it's also tangible as well as intangible. Because you're depriving 

people off of a certain heritage as well. And I feel like I feel like we in Pakistan. We're kind of doing this 

to ourselves because we don't we don't preserve our own our own heritage sites with the kind of the kind 

of dignity that they that there is that they know that they deserve. So on one hand, you have you know, 

you have these practices of colonization or let's just call it stealing. Right. So you have these monuments, 

be it from Egypt, be from Mesopotamia, or I mean that in our subcontinent, so much has been taken, you 

know, in terms of our manuscripts and so on and and placed in different museums for the public. But 

when you're when you're doing that, then I mean, there are various there are various problems with that. 

But when you're talking about trade, that is something totally different, because at least in my opinion, I 

feel like the overlapping of languages is it's something really interesting and something that yields to 

more cultural  development in so many ways. So, yeah.  

 

Waleed Zafar: This narrative that is produced by the state of Pakistan, Do you feel that it is, you know 

same kind of colonial mindset? 

 

Waleed Zafar:  All of these things are stemming from a colonial mindset in my opinion. And I feel like 

being in an art community, and what happened in Karachi Biennale last year where we had this work 

taken down. This act of violence against artists, you still see movies still being banned in Pakistan. like 

anything that doesnt fit into the state narrative is taken down. So I feel like if maybe we want to talk about 

how these ideas fit into our colonial past.  

 

Anushka Rustomji : Yeah. Yeah.  

 

Anushka Rustomji: I mean, that's a loaded question. How I can explore it totally. But yes, a colonial past 

means in so many ways it is you know, it is a politics of exclusion because you are excluding certain 

ideas, certain people. It's it's it's got a lot to do with exclusion and it's got a lot to do with.With what, I 

mean, you know, when you when you think about how art has really sort of played a role in in the history 

of Pakistan in terms of trying to support a common narrative, then it's it's there. And in some ways, it is 

one that was. There are different levels of it being explored. But I feel like because the government itself, 

especially our government, there's no there's no support for Art. I mean, when you think about public art, 

when you go to like Cantt and Cavallry, you see these horses. And then in Karachi, you see these like 



aeroplanes. So when you think about public art in that way you know, you're it's it's a very loaded, loaded 

question because public itself,  there's no boundary between the way an art gallery would have, you know, 

this kind of boundary between who who knows about it, who enters it, who can who, who goes to visit it 

and so on. To appreciate art in a gallery and what is actually exposed to us on the street. So when you 

think about the public art there it's it's it's a very literal translation to what the people on top think art 

should be. You think art should you know what what what narrative art should serve. So that's I mean, 

you know, even outside NVCA, we had this huge, huge canon which had a colonial past. Should it be 

there or not, whether what kind of message it's sending. These are all these are all questions that everyone 

would have a different answer to. But in terms of our public art and I am mentioning public art because I 

feel like it's you know, it's got a very direct kind of a link to what the government thinks about art or what 

they want and essentially what they want to expose the majority of the public to. But yeah, these are all 

colonial practices. And one actually very interesting movement, which you can see. One very interesting 

thing that that I that I got to know of three years ago. There was this faculty mentoring workshop and this 

professor Dr Iftikhar Dadi came and you gave these these wonderful, amazing lectures on on certain 

aspects of history in the subcontinent. And one of the things that really stayed with me was this practise 

ethnographic portraiture. And it was so horrific because it really shakes you up, you know, to think that 

people were displayed like like objects, you know, like some kind of cabinet of curiosities. But I mean, I 

don't remember ever reading about that or ever even studying about that when I was in my undergrad. 

And I thought, this is something so important. And it kind of changes everything. Because then when you 

when you realise, you know, this, there's always been this sort of reverence that people talk about the 

colonial past with. It's almost like this nostalgic sort of wistfulness that all you know, when when you 

know at the time, maybe things were different in terms of religious fervour or in terms of in terms of, you 

know, whatever. But but I feel like it's something that was actually instigated during the colonials, during 

the colonial period. And like you mentioned, you know, it's so so some very interesting dissident 

movements are like, for example, the Bengal school right now. When you think about the Bengali school, 

think about all the people who kind of initiated that movement and the prints that were produced. So they 

were directly against system, against colonialism. But but it's but they were witnessing that first hand. 

Right now, we are the aftermath generation. We get to witness like, you know, we get to witness it in 

different insidious ways, be a descrimination of skin colour, be it, you know, various ways of how one 

talks to, let's see, what do they think beneath then, you know, in terms of like rank or or or financial status 

and so on. So, I mean, it's you know, it's disgusting. And it's it's what we do here. It's it's going to take a 

war or a revolution or like education for us to actually get over this in some way or the other.  

 

Waleed Zafar: OK, this has been very illuminating.   



 

Anushka Rustomji: I hope so.  

 

Waleed Zafar:   This was this was fun. Thanks for this.  

 

Anushka Rustomji: Thanks. Bye bye.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


