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Once upon a time

by Aamna Hussain

The famous novelist Hermann Hesse whose novels and 
poems express his interests in eastern spiritual values, 
famously wrote, “Every age, every culture, every custom and 
tradition has its own character, its own weakness and its own 
strength, its beauties and cruelties; it accepts certain suffer-
ings as matters of course, puts up patiently with certain evils. 
Human life is reduced to real suffering, to hell, only when two 
ages, two cultures and religions overlap.”

Trained in miniature painting at National College of Arts 
Lahore, Asif Ahmed has widely showed his works in Pakistan 
and abroad. His practice revolves around the conceptions of 
tradition and traditionalism. His artistic modus operandi 
involves intricately painted collages and juxtapositions that 
are visual vessels carrying famous traditional iconography 
along with contemporary imagery. The symbiotic relation-
ship of historical figures and mundane objects forms imme-
diate subject matter evident in his current body of work.

In one of the works from the series “Tradition and Tension”, 
image of scissors appear to be cutting a flower, a horse, a 
traditional dress and other elements which are usually found 
in history illustration books. Asif chooses elements as symbols 
and then assembles them to create a narrative of his 
concerns. Another work from the same series refers to British 
entrance in the Indian subcontinent for trading that included 
tea. A tea cup is used by the artist as a symbol of British 
culture, along with a British imperial figure standing on a 
traditional Mughal pillow that overlaps a Mughal figure. 
There appears a tension among East and West through 
usage of figurative imagery, objects and patterns from 
respective regions. Continuing the series, another work 
strongly depicts the notion of tension through reworked 
imagery of a British cannon aiming towards figurative 
references from the Mughal era. The expected vertical 
orientation of figure is composed horizontally. Horizontal 
orientation treats figures as ammunition. Ideas of cultural 
self-destruction can be read through the unusual orientation 
of figures in this work.



Takleef Ke Liye Maazrat Khwah Hain, Shiblee Muneer, gouache and gold gilding on wasli, 139 x 88 cm, 2016



Once upon a time (diptych), Asif Ahmed, gouache on wasli, 64 x 86 cm, 2016





The work “A noble Mughal” avails juxtaposition of an 
ornamental chair floating over the portrait of a Mughal king. 
The portrait visible through washes of red, cleanly and clever-
ly represents ideas of violence, power and imagination. The 
title refers to ironic nature of power of imagination, and imag-
ination of power. The work is exemplary of retaining contem-
porary imagery in a traditional format. The innovation of 
technique is embedded within unaltered traditional style.

Continuing the methodology of juxtaposition the work “Once 
upon a time” uses imagery of a skull, a gas-mask, traditional 
Mughal attire and manuscript patterns. These elements are 
intelligently used by the artist to narrate notions of warfare, 
tradition and history.  Red is adeptly used to successfully 
render the glorification of power and violence attached to it.

Parallel to criticality of tradition and culture, a dark celebra-
tion of past is apparent in the work titled “Bygone memories”. 
The work carries found photographs of the last Mughal 
princes, Mirza Jawan Bakht and Mirza Shah Abbas who were 
murdered by the Britishers at the time of Ghadar mutiny. The 
photograph is placed in proximity with tenebrous symbols of 
skull and bugs. This connection aptly paves a way for a visual 
narrative that artist intends to build.

Taking the usage of found photographs further, the self 
explanatory titled work “All is fair in war and love” utilises  the 
image of Taj Mahal overlapped with impressions of a pistol 
and a flower. The symbolism is connected in almost mercuri-
al manner questioning power of politics and the will to do 
anything for it. The work reflects the artist’s concerns about 
the murder of tradition by various sorts of wars on military, 
economic and cultural fronts.

Powerful usage of symbolism from tradition and present time 
is evident in Asif’s work. The current body of work by Asif 
Ahmed reminds one of the famous statement coined by 
Marshal McLuhan; “The medium is message”. The diversity of 
borrowed iconography from historical and contemporary 
references is skilfully treated through miniature painting 
technique. This treatment of diverse iconography from histori-
cal references, through the traditional method of miniature 



Contextual problems in history writing 1, Shiblee Muneer, gouache on wasli, 29 x 22 cm, 2016



Black plants but who cares?, Shiblee Muneer, graphite and gouache on wasli, 41 x 30 cm, 2016



Tradition & tension 2, Asif Ahmed, gouache on wasli, 66 x 50 cm, 2016



The story of excavation, Shiblee Muneer, mixed media & gold gilding on wasli, 69 x 94 cm, 2016





painting transforms the role of the subject. The message is 
embedded within the medium and vice-versa.

Hailing from a family of miniature artists of the Patiala Court, 
India, Shiblee Muneer investigates the credibility of history. 
His visual investigation involves ironic narratives built through 
montages, collages and juxtapositions of elements from 
classical miniature painting and contemporary visuals. The 
hybridity of kitsch and compositional formalism makes his 
work humorous and questioning. The dual nature of imagery in 
his visual practice can be equated to a sense of time-traveling, 
referring to past and curiosity for accuracy in future.

All the pivotal elements of his artistic practice seem at strong 
play in the works titled “The story of excavation” and 
“Untitled”.  The works employ vague looking text juxtaposed 
over iconography from classical miniature painting and 

Tradition & tension 4, Asif Ahmed, gouache on wasli, 50 x 66 cm, 2016



contemporary figures, treated in a stylisation that is reminis-
cent of a visual relic.  The compositional aesthetics appear 
to be forming visual uncovering of history onto two-dimen-
sional surface. The works address multifaceted questions 
around globalisation, historical contexts and politics of 
image-making.

“Definition of insanity is doing something over and over 
again and expecting the same result.” The irony is that the 
above mentioned quote has been attributed to Einstein, 
Benjamin Franklin and Mark Twain, whereas none of them 
said it, however, the stylisation of phrasing makes the attribu-
tion to all three believable. Prominence of embellishment 
can be seen in the work “Takleef Ke Liye Maazrat Khwah 
Hain”, where the text is vague due to its format. The work has 
its title as the main content phrase appearing to be layered 
back owed to the surrounding ornamental patterns and vivid 



A noble portrait, Asif Ahmed, gouache & tea stain on wasli, 69 x 53 cm, 2016



Contextual problems in history writing 3, Shiblee Muneer, gouache and collage on wasli, 29 x 22 cm, 2016



colours, hence suggestive of importance of the way history is 
told rather than the facts themselves.

The series of four works ‘Contextual problems in history 
writing’ addresses validity of history, through employment of 
layering of opposite images together. The presumption of 
beauty and questions around it is used as foundation of this 
series. Portraits of Mughal figures have been overlapped with 
one or the other facial feature from the opposite gender. 
Thus again questioning the correctness and context of 
written and visual history often supported by illustrations in 
Mughal history manuscripts. 

Taking his conceptual concerns further, the artist varies visual 
methodology in works titled “Gold faces but who are they?”, 
“Golden words but what said?” and “Black plants but who 
cares?”.  Featureless portraits and words depict vagueness of 
recorded history, however, being executed in golden again 
emphasises on the richness of surroundings around the 
presumed facts.

All is fair in war and love, Asif Ahmed, mixed media on paper, 20 x 28 cm, 2016



Golden words but what said?, Shiblee Muneer, graphite and gouache on wasli, 41 x 30 cm, 2016



Contextual problems in history writing 5, Shiblee Muneer, gouache and collage on wasli, 71 x 51 cm, 2016



Contextual problems in history writing 6, Shiblee Muneer, gouache and collage on wasli, 71 x 51 cm, 2016



Gold faces but who are they?, Shiblee Muneer, graphite and gouache on wasli, 41 x 30 cm, 2016



The visual distortion is at play in the work “Fall in love at 
9-03-2016”. It depicts Mumtaz Mahal, the queen of Mughal 
emperor Shah Jahan, composed in blurred and patterned 
formations. There is an attempt to question the idea of 
beauty that is described through history. The grey patterns 
form the work like a misprinted illustration from cheaply 
printed books, therefore advocating the artist’s concerns 
about perception and authenticity of history.

This recent body of work by Shiblee Muneer raises often-ignored 
but tremendously important investigation into visual and 
textual history through a medium that is historical itself. The 
humorous nature of his visual story-telling serves as a 
backbone for his concerns. The artist comes out as a visual 
historian rather than a mere critic of the way history is record-
ed and told.

Bygone memories, Asif Ahmed, mixed media on paper, 20 x 28 cm, 2016



Untitled, Shiblee Muneer, mixed media and gold gilding on wasli, 69 x 94 cm, 2016





Asif Ahmed 

Statement

Miniature art itself is the subject of discus-
sion in my work. Making of detailed 
drawings and miniatures take a view of 
historical period in present time. Histori-
cal symbolism and figures has been a 
central theme of my surfaces and 
connection between the images as a 
means to question the position of 
traditional art and iconography. Borrow-
ing of imagery from the pages of famous 
traditional schools and transforming, 
juxtaposing, overlapping and rearrang-
ing them to construct new narratives.

I mostly use a traditional miniature technique on small or 
large scales, develop them gradually and put them into new 
contexts to articulate contemporary issues of traditional art in 
the modern world.

Biography

Born in 1980 in Karachi, Pakistan, Asif Ahmed graduated from 
National College of Arts Lahore in Fine Art with a distinction,  
majoring in Miniature Painting in 2004.  He received a schol-
arship and awards including the "Ustad Haji Sharif Award" for  
the best Miniature artist of the batch of 2004 by National 
College of Arts Lahore. He has several solo and group shows 
in Pakistan and abroad to his credit including exhibitions and 
art fairs in France, Sultanate of Oman, Morocco, India, UK, 
Japan, UAE, Singapore, Switzerland, Lebanon and USA. His 
work has been auctioned in Sotheby's and Saffron Art.  Asif 
lives & works in Karachi, Pakistan.



Tradition & tension 3, Asif Ahmed, gouache on wasli, 66 x 50 cm, 2016



Tradition & tension 1, Asif Ahmed, gouache on wasli, 66 x 50 cm, 2016



Contextual problems in history writing 2, Shiblee Muneer, gouache and collage on wasli, 29 x 22 cm, 2016



A noble Mughal, Asif Ahmed, gouache on wasli, 64 x 43 cm, 2016



Contextual problems in history writing 4, Shiblee Muneer, gouache and collage on wasli, 29 x 22 cm, 2016



Shiblee Muneer

Statement 

My family background is in traditional 
miniature painting and my deep interest in 
“distorted history” reinforces my current 
body of work. 

Visually, I try to produce richly embellished 
artworks using the same formal methods 
of miniature painting that had been 
practiced in the Mughal court ateliers. 
However, conceptually I am interested in 
biased beliefs of today’s society. Through 
my art practice I raise questions about 
society’s preconceived understanding of 
history - what and whom we worship. 

I combine elements of classical miniatures and contempo-
rary imagery in ways that create ironic meanings. At first sight, 
the result is hilarious but on a deeper level, I hope to create for 
the viewers a sense of maneuvering through the past and 
present towards the future in search of truth.

Biography

Shiblee  Muneer  was  born in Jhang, Pakistan in a  family of 
artists, in which miniature painting has been practiced for 
centuries. The family legend has it that Muneer’s ancestors 
followed the first Mughal Emperor Babur from their native 
Afghanistan to Persia and then India, as part of his team of 
painters and calligraphers.

Members of this family remained at the Delhi court until the  
early 19th century, however, with the decline of Mughal power  
and  art  patronage, they moved to Patiala transferring the  
thorough grounding in the Mughal painterly tradition to this  
Sikh--ruled  court.

Muneer’s great--great--grandfather, Allah Ditta founded the  
princely painting workshop at Patiala where the so--called  
Pahari style of miniature painting developed under his  
guidance. Allah Ditta’s grandson, and Muneer’s grandfather,  
Haji  Mohammad  Sharif  (1889-1978) was a well--known painter  



Fall in love at 9-03-2016, Shiblee Muneer, gouache serigraphy, 139 x 88 cm, 2016



not only in the Indian subcontinent but also internationally,  
through the UK’s India Society. He was based at Patiala and  
traveled to other regions on request of his employer, Mahara-
jah Bhupinder Singh (1891--1938). Several years after the death  
of this passionate patron of the arts, Haji Sharif applied for a  
teaching appointment at the Mayo School of the Arts (now  
National  College  of  Arts) in Lahore where the family settled 
permanently after the partition of India.

Heading the Miniature Department at the Mayo School of Arts  
in 1945--1966, Haji Sharif developed the first curriculum for  
teaching miniature painting at an academic institution, and  
he trained the first cohort of miniaturists in independent  
Pakistan. He is  onsidered the founder of Pakistani miniature  
painting.

The painting tradition in Muneer’s family is passed from gener-
ation to generation. Both male and female family members  
begin learning the philosophy and techniques involved in  
creating a miniature - from paper production, to the mixing of  
pigments, to calligraphy, colouring and shading - at home, 
and  later they apprentice with other master painters. Having 
followed the apprenticeship system in calligraphy and 
painting since an  early age, Muneer also receive academic 
degrees fromthe  Naqsh School of Arts, Lahore and Beacon-
house National University, Lahore. 

In addition to being a practicing artist, Muneer lectures at the  
Institute of Visual Arts & Design of the Lahore College for  
Women  University (LCWU), curates exhibitions and pursues MS 
leading  to PhD in studio practice at The University of Punjab. 
Finally, Muneer trains children in miniature painting so that they 
carry on the ancient family tradition into the future.

Muneer considers himself a guardian of miniature painting  
tradition but he also finds inspiration in post-modernist philoso-
phy and new techniques: computer graphics, digitally-manipulated 
images, hyper-realistic painting and collage. His  experiments 
with enriching strict cannons of miniature painting with 
contemporary techniques to convey 21st century messages 
are so brilliant that they gained him a place on the list of “Asia’s 
10 Most Inspiring Visual Artists” according to the Asia magazine 
in 2014.

(Shiblee Muneer’s biography by Elene Grant, Consultant - 
World Bank Art Program)


