


I first met Maryam and Marjan as students at the National College of Arts in 
Lahore. They expressed a deep interest in history and its relationship to the 
present and how they navigated their Iranian identity within the Pakistani 
setting.

There is precedent for this relationship. Their continues to this day a cultural 
link that Iran shares with Pakistan. The language of the Mughal court, the last 
empire that ruled over the Indian subcontinent before the British Raj used 
Persian in the court. The deep cultural links led to flourishing of miniature 
painting and architecture that was in conversation with the global Persianate 
world. In unique ways, both Marjan and Maryam evoke and rediscover that 
language in a contemporary form at the same time as utilizing different 
mediums and ways of painting.

Maryam, who is trained in the miniature tradition that has been revived and 
revitalized in Pakistan depicts her contemporary reality through this classical 
language. The location and geography of the National College of Arts and 
the city of Lahore, its architecture rooted in a colonial past, are reimagined as 
if they are present in a miniature painting. Every single detail is painted and 
preserved. There is a sense of vitality of the present and optimism of the future 
which is alive, bold and continuously evolving.

Marjan, on the other hand, looks at another symbol of the past i.e. the world 
famous Persian carpet. The object is a symbol of great wealth and tradition. 
Each carpet is made painstakingly over many months and years and each 
design is unique. This unique commodity which was perfected in Iran and 
then inspired other traditions in spaces such as Afghanistan and Pakistan is 
one of the most well-known symbols of Iran.

The carpet is a sign of civilizational achievement. In some way then, the 
depiction of worn carpet, breaking and edging at the seams by Marjan, is 
a depiction of the rupture and turbulent modernity we find ourselves within 
today.

Shah Abdullah Alamee was also trained in miniature painting at the National 
College of Arts and hails from Quetta, belonging to the Hazara minority, and 
thus subverting neatly national categories. His background includes a strong 
relationship to the Persianate language and his practice which is evident in 
his current practice. He aims to embark on self exploration through his work 
in figurative and non figurative language deployed in imagery that recalls 
elements of fiction. The result is highly imaginary and mystical, evoking 
ideas of another world.

The resultant works of these three emerging artists are complex, using diverse 
imagery to tell stories of times gone and to come, showcasing rich diversity 
in exchange.

Aziz Sohail



marjan baniasadi



According to John Berger in “Ways of Seeing”, “The relation between what we 
see and what we know is never settled. Each evening we see the sun set. We 
know that the earth is turning away from it. Yet the knowledge, the explanation, 
never quite fits the sight.”  

The contextual emotions and associations at that time of the day depict the 
scene. Likewise, traditions and customs dictate how we see and perceive 
things; in Marjan Baniasadi’s case, Persian carpets have always been seen with 
fascination and pride.

Carpets and rugs are regarded as a basic household commodity in Iran. After 
being away from Iran, where Marjan was brought up, She values deeper the 
fading traditions and customs of those finely decorative Persian carpets. 
They were not only considered as flooring material, but they determined the 
hospitability of the region where you habitually entered barefoot. Having lived 
in Lahore, Pakistan for the past Six years, She has come to identify carpets with 
nostalgia.

Primarily the idea of painting the carpets started with a subjective depiction 
of these intricacies, which later evolved into a subject matter of recording the 
passage of time and the memories that get replaced with time.

Each carpet is a narrative of the times gone by and the people associated 
with it, as it witnesses their arrival and departure. With their borders, carpets 
outline the floor to provide possibilities for countless activities.

Marjan Baniasadi was born in 1993, graduated in Fine Arts, with majors in 
Painting in 2016 from National College of Arts Lahore, Pakistan. She has 
exhibited her work in different cities of Pakistan such as Karachi, Lahore and 
Islamabad and in her home country at Azad Art Gallery, Tehran, Iran. Currently 
she is pursuing her MA (Hons) in Visual Arts at National College of Arts Lahore.



Submerge, acrylic on canvas, 107 x 145 cm, 2017

Weave in time III, acrylic on canvas, 107 x 145 cm, 2017



Adorned, oil on canvas, 107 x 76 cm, 2016



Weave in time IV, oil on canvas, 53 x 63 cm, 2017



Weave in time II, oil on Canvas, 107 x 92 cm, 2016



Lost in time, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 100 cm, 2017



Lost in time, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 100 cm, 2017



maryam baniasadi



Maryam Baniasadi was fascinated by the art of miniature painting aesthetically 
and conceptually.  This followed her to recreate the places in her surroundings 
into a style which was long forgotten, the Mughul-Persian miniature.

These miniatures are landmarks of her own journey, considering the style she 
followed which is the concept of recording.

The concept of recording comes from dislocation that provoked Maryam to 
record her current life, and the contemporary subject into a miniature painting.  
She plays with the composition, colours and movement to give life to each 
object as an important part of her work and never looks upon the objects as 
mere soulless.  Her paintings are realistic, featuring real people with a touch 
of humour.

Maryam’s work shows characters in modern clothing, indulged in everyday 
activities, however, they are depicted using the miniature aesthetics, stylization, 
perspective and composition.  Twisting and subverting the idea of traditional 
miniatures with modern everyday themes.

Maryam Baniasadi (b. 1993) is an Iranian painter who currently lives and works 
in Lahore, Pakistan. She has studied Miniature Painting from National College 
of Arts in Lahore.  Maryam has used her own contextual and study of miniature 
painting in Iran and Pakistan and combined it with her experience in Lahore. 
She has exhibited her work in different cities of Pakistan and Iran.



Hossein Juice Shop, gouache on wasli, 25.5 x 18 cm, 2016



Break time, gouache on wasli, 25.5 x 18 cm, 2016



On the way home, gouache on wasli, 25.5 x 18 cm, 2016



Taste of ice cream, gouache on wasli, 25.5 x 18 cm, 2016



shah abdullah alamee



Shah Abdullah Alamee’s work is about his journey of self exploration. It 
questions the importance of a man’s existence. If man’s existence is only 
confined to the body and decays with the body then what is the purpose of 
life? It may be that the body is a site for expressing the inner being of man, 
his struggle and vision. Though man may be born as a blank, his purpose is to 
fill this blank with his creative actions, thereby creating his identity. This is the 
reality of a person’s existence that remains after the body is gone.

Alamee’s works reflect a paradigm of freshness in terms of contemporary style 
of miniature, not really letting go of the beautiful traditions of Mughal and 
Persian miniature. His major works have been exhibited in galleries throughout 
Pakistan and abroad.

Technique is the boiling point of Alamee’s art which he explores through a 
synthesis of Mughal and Persian styles of work.  He has created a fusion of the 
Mughul and Persian Miniature and created his own unique style. He aspires to 
refine and expand on the techniques of painting but comments also on the 
recurring themes of social issues.   

Born in 1990 in Quetta, Pakistan, Shah Abdullah Alamee currently lives and 
works in Lahore. He belongs to the ethnic minority of Hazaras, based in Quetta. 
Showing a keen interest in painting since childhood, he apprenticed an artist 
near his home in Hazara Town, Quetta. Being a quick learner he soon managed 
to acquire a certain level of efficiency and command on different mediums, 
though well versed in each one, water colours have been his beloved since the 
beginning. Furthering his passion, he found a new direction when he visited 
Iran and was exposed to Persian Miniature Painting and Calligraphy while 
doing a course at Isfahan and Tehran in 2010-2011. He came to the premier 
art institution of Pakistan, National College of Arts Lahore in 2009, which is 
considered the best in the world in terms of Miniature Painting. He graduated 
with Honors in traditional miniature painting in 2012 earning his Bachelors in 
Fine Arts. and was awarded the “Haji Sharif Prize in Miniature Painting” in 2016. 



Untitled (diptych), ink and gouache on wasli, 25 x 25 cm (each), 2017

Untitled (diptych), ink and gouache on wasli, 42.5 x 42.5 cm (each), 2017





Aghosh-e-Mader, water colour on camel bone, 7.5 x 5 cm, 2016



Infinity 1, gouache on wasli, 150 x 102.5 cm, 2016



Infinity 2, gouache on wasli, 34 x 34 cm, 2016



Infinity 3, gouache on wasli, 33 x 24 cm, 2016



Tu ze khod agar na rafta bashi beron, ba kuja rasida bashi (diptych), 
water colour on camel bone, 5 x 5 cm (each), 2016





Introspective Journeys

Nimra Khan

“Art enables us to find ourselves and lose ourselves at the same time” says 
the 20th century writer and poet, Thomas Merton, and it is true that artists 
frequently make use of their creativity for the purpose of introspection and 
self-reflection. The true gift of the artist is, however, to not just unravel the 
dilemmas in their own heads but to present them in such a way that others can 
understand and relate to them as well. There is nothing more exciting than to 
decipher the workings of an artist’s mind, and perceive the world through the 
trajectory of their experiences.

The three emerging artists included in this show have a similar quality to their 
work, dealing with personal issues, experiences and existential musings. Shah 
Abdullah Alamee, Marjan Baniasadi and Maryam Baniasadi are all graduates 
of the National College of Art in Lahore, with miniature and painting works 
that are personal in nature.

Shah Abdullah Alamee asks philosophical questions through his work, 
pondering the meaning of life and the purpose of our very existence. His 
journey of self-exploration threads throughout his works, which are also 
somewhat spiritual in nature, taking inspiration from the works of Allama Iqbal 
and Rumi. The inevitability of death makes him question who we are beyond 
our earthly manifestations, and what remains once our physical form withers 
away into dust. The visuals in his works also carry a certain ethereal quality, 
depicting floating lithe bodies flexed and twisted elegantly yet uncomfortably, 
depicting souls on an eternal journey. The artist calls them spirits free of 
gender, race, ethnicity or nationality, things that are burdens of our physical 
forms. Our spirit exists in the purest of forms, a clean slate. The bodies are 
rendered in Persian miniature style which the artist was exposed to during his 
travels to Iran, yet that is where the comparison ceases; the bald heads and 
bodies are somewhat deformed and elongated bearing more resemblance to 
a modernist sensibility than to a miniaturist one, which gives it an intriguing 
fantastical appeal.

Through these visuals the artist talks about existentialism, asserting that the 
body is a mere vessel for the soul to express itself and subsequently form its 
unique identity. It is the corporeal representation of the self in this world that is 
used to establish man’s presence. It is true that our actions, our relationships, 
our character and emotions, and everything that we touch in any true sense 
in this world encapsulates our essence as a human being and becomes our 
legacy, surviving long after our bodies are gone. The true purpose of life then 
becomes to search for who we are. As Jean-Paul Sartre says, “Man is nothing 
else but that which he makes of himself”.

While this is the overlying theme of his practice, each individual work takes on 
its own meaning according to the specific concerns the artist has at the time 
of inception. Similar visuals can be used to portray vastly different ideas. In the 
work “Infinity 3” we see countless intertwined and overlapping bodies 



painfully bent and fusing into one another seemingly in a state of pointless   
struggle, creating a feeling confusion and discomfort. This work was produced 
during Alamee’s time in Quetta with the constant threat of target killings and 
terrorism, which resulted in fear and confusion all around him. However, similar 
poses in “Infinity 1” with their stark blue and red hues melding into one another 
is meant to exude extreme calm and serenity for the viewer.

Marjan Baniasadi’s work deals with nostalgia through traditional Persian carpets 
that are commonly found in homes in Iran, the artist’s country of origin, where 
they are treated like basic commodities for the beautification of living spaces. 
The longing for one’s home often drives one to better appreciate old customs, 
traditions and culture and Marjan uses her work to revive her own fading 
traditions by painting these carpets. She feels that our traditions and customs 
define us and to an extent mold our perceptions and thought process, making 
us who we are and dictating how we react in certain situations. However, 
distance provides perspective, and moving to Pakistan allowed her to value her 
own culture more deeply.

Her work depicts these carpets in more of a romanticized manner, however, 
rather than a perfectly painted carpet. It almost seems as if the patterns are 
painted from memory, appearing fuzzy, muddled and fading, perhaps 
reflecting the ways in which traditions of old are in a state of erasure in modern 
times. In other places the threads of the carpets seem to have been worn down 
and disappeared to lay bare the white textured weaved material underneath, 
mimicking the unraveling of traditional values as well as her own distance from 
it that makes them fade from memory.

Maryam Baniasadi’s work also derives from her experience of moving to a new 
city when she moved from Iran, yet her approach is more lighthearted and at 
times whimsical. While her miniatures are executed in the traditional Persian 
and Mughal techniques, she goes a step further and seeks to also depict, in 
concept, what the old miniaturists depicted – life around them. Through this idea 
her content drastically changes and becomes more modern, with the streets 
of Lahore depicted complete with yellow and black barriers, Lahori red brick 
buildings with a juice shop at the front, and her characters clad in contemporary 
clothing engaging in their mundane everyday lives.

What this results in is a dichotomy of style and content that creates a point of 
interest in the works. We do not see Mughal courts with emperors dressed in 
their bejeweled finery, or romantic scenes of fictional lovers meeting secretly 
under the stars. We see what we may see every day, yet stylized and beautified. 
This, in contrast to Marjan’s work, seems to look at her new life and experiences 
with an almost childlike optimism, depicting scenes full of life, her characters 
engaged in various activities, welcoming new encounters and documenting 
them through her art.

While it is human nature to fear the unknown, it is also what usually fascinates 
us the most. This is one of the reasons art never fails to excite the senses as it 
presents us with new ideas and perspectives. This is what makes it so thrilling 
to look at works by people from places vastly different from us, with diverse 
ideas and experiences that shape their perceptions, exposing us to something 
completely unique. It not only allows us to see the world from a new perspective 
but also to understand that perspective, accept it and eventually relate to it.
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