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THE ORIGIN OF THE ART

Quddus Mirza

‘On the day of judgment, God will ask you to put soul in it, then 

what would you do?’ This was the standard phrase used by 

parents and other family members to dissuade a child from 

drawing human bodies. The disheartened kid discontinued, 

but after half a century, he thinks that the reprimanding 

sentence could be a suitable statement for praising someone’s 

ability to reproduce human body as it is observed through our 

eyes.

One is not sure, if Kiran Saleem faced the same situation or 

encountered the identical forms of discouragement, because in 

her work the case is different. What she portrays are human 

figures, but not observed from living models; instead these are 

drawn using references from art history. So even though, her 

mode of representation is extremely believable and lifelike, yet 

the sin to imitate God’s act through reproducing His creations 

lies on the painters, who initially made those faces and forms. 

Kiran Saleem merely recreates their imagery.

In that sense her work reminds of Jorge Luis Borges. The 

Argentine author astonished his readers and contemporaries 

by producing fiction that started with introductory notes 

about the text being a transcription or translation of someone 

else’s work from another time and region. In the beginning of 

his career this declaration was considered true, till it was 

realized that the writer was constructing, and commenting 

upon, a world in which ideas of authorship, originality, 

influence, inspiration and imitation needed to be redefined – 

rather redrawn. His literature contributed towards shaping 

the aesthetics of Post Modernism, illustrated by Umberto Eco: 

‘I think of the post modern attitude as that of a man who loves 

a very cultivated woman and knows he cannot say to her, “I 

love you madly”, because he knows that she knows (and that 

she knows that he knows) that these words have already been 

written by Barbara Cartland. Still, there is a solution. He can 

say, “As Barbara Cartland would put it, I love you madly”’.   
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So in a way everything has already happened and we are 
repeating past forms. Yet this repetition is not an echo, it is a 
voice with unique sounds/strands. Because what is recreated 
ceases to be a copy, as it becomes a work of originality – 
depending upon the position of writer or artist. Fables, anec-
dotes and incidents are recalled in daily conversation in order 
to comment upon contemporary situations. Similar phenome-
non takes place in the realm of art and literature. For example 
in the fiction of Intizaar Hussain, episodes of Buddha’s previ-
ous lives (from Jataka tales), accounts of Hindu mythologies 
and stories from spiritual books are re-narrated in such a 
scheme that it is difficult to determine the nature of text 
belonging to a past source or from present times. Only a 
further reading makes one aware how the master craftsman of 
Urdu literature weaves a narrative that invokes past, but 
provokes – rather portrays our epoch. 

With a similar sensibility, Kiran Saleem deals with past on 
multiple levels. In her selection of images from European art 
history, one detects a specific frame of mind that is not about 
emulating older paintings, but interpreting the act of art 
making. Through her incredible skill, Saleem convinces a 
viewer that he is looking not at a painting, but a paper with 
printed picture of an artwork – and the sheet with its white 
margins is attached to a blank surface. In most of her works, 
paintings or their sections are reproduced, but appearing as 
prints, sometime crumpled or creased and taped on the 
surface of canvas. 

So no matter if it is the self-portrait of Rembrandt, Raphael, 
Courbet, Kahlo or Jonathan Richardson; ‘Water Lilies’ by 
Monet; or the dual figures from ‘The Betrothal of the Arnolfini’ by 
Jan van Eyck (in torn state), each is intricately replicated. Yet 
in her work one is conscious of how the artist is concentrating 
not on recreating the art history, but reflecting on the edifice of 
art history. Saleem’s selection of self-portraits of artists from 
Renaissance and after is not a random browsing, but unfolds 
the debate about authorship and authenticity. Self-portrait of 
an artist is a work that binds to (and betrays) his character, 
individuality and signature. He may be addressing other 
themes, which are in common domain (like the original sin, the 
last supper and crucifixion etc.) in his personal style, but when 
it comes to rendering his face, he is revealing his identity. Kiran 
Saleem has reconstructed a number of those self-portraits, 
along with a work comprising a tiny piece of paper bearing the 
signature of Rembrandt (another form of self-portrait!); so her 
work becomes an inquiry into the notion of authorship, 
because to replicate self-portraits and signature is an attempt 
to own the legacy of art – but in a paradoxical way (by acquiring 
what has been too personal and private for an artist). 
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On a closer look at her canvases, one feels that art of past in 
her hand turns into metaphors of our contemporary life. For 
instance works with the images of human genitals, either from 
the painting of Adam and Eve by Cranach, or a canvas by 
Courbet (The Origin of the World), presented with camouflaged 
elements, suggest the way concept of morality persists, yet 
changes according to the shift in cultural contexts. 

Perhaps the greater insight into Kiran Saleem’s aesthetics 
depends upon her act of reducing large works into small 
pieces. Monet’s huge Water Lilies is represented by a segment of 
it painted on a small scale next to the original reference on a 
paper attached to canvas (the successful illusion of reference 
material joined with a tape is painted by her). In another work, 
the artist has composed section of eyes from Courbet’s’ self 
portrait, portion of female breast in Freud’s work and part of 
chest wound from Cranach’s painting about crucifixion. All 
these visuals are rendered like torn papers stuck to canvas 
with a strip of masking tape. One becomes conscious of the link 
between three images, as each contains circular form – repeated 
in the eye, nipple and wound – thus combining the apparatus as 
well as the objects of spectacle!
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In fact this act of appropriating past masters is not only a 
means of paying homage to great artists, but it signifies the 
divide between mainstream and periphery. In the art colleges 
outside of West, usually the canon of art history comes in the 
form of reproductions: painted as a copy, printed in an art 
book, or purchased as a poster on the roadside. So the first – 
and lasting (in most cases) contact and experience with ‘Art 
History’ is basically negotiating with replicas. Kiran Saleem 
accepts, admits and celebrates this conversion by painting art 
works, not in their original scales, frames and contexts, but in 
the shape of print bearing/baring creases and marks. Her 
work in a sense alludes to the contemporary world of media, 
which is manufactured with layers of facts gathered from 
diverse sources from all over the world in order to make a 
credible story. She reminds and remarks on the encounters of 
an art student from the South Asia and several other parts of 
the world, who ‘imagines’ masterpieces, without having a 
chance to glimpse the actual canvases. For him real is the 
‘reproduction’ printed in an art history book or available on a 
website. Saleem represented that version, and with all its 
creases, folds, smudges and marks affirms how the art history – 
or art for that matter, is not a universal phenomenon/experience 
but a means for dominating mainstream discourse.
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However in the age of mechanical reproduction and virtual 
literacy/spread the conventional connection of centre and 
outside communities, and the concepts of original and copies, 
are going through a transformation on a tremendous scale/-
speed. Thus the boundaries and balance between real and 
replica are blurring. For instance everyone is familiar with 
Mona Lisa, but how many have ever been to Louvre to look at 
the portrait by Leonardo da Vinci. Thus which is the real Mona 
Lisa? A canvas of 30 x 21 inches hung inside a glass box in a 
Parisian museum or its countless prints sold in the streets all 
over the world. Saleem probes that aspect of our art and 
existence, in which the tension or comparison between differ-
ent places does not exist – really, because whatever is created 
in any part of the globe can be appropriated, assimilated, 
accumulated and adapted at other areas in no time. 

Thus in our art and life there is hardly a difference or deter-
mining point between real and reality, as truth encountered is 
often the truth of art and imagination. The work of Kiran 
Saleem exits on that threshold. A place/situation described by 
Italian composer Verdi: “To copy the truth can be a good thing, 
but to invent the truth is better, much better.”
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WITH TRICKS UP HER SLEEVE

Dua Abbas Rizvi

In his unique, prescient way, Aldous Huxley foresaw this 

generation’s obsession with realism in his 1932 near-prophetic 

classic, Brave New World. The vacuous, single-mindedly hedonistic 

populace of future-day London seeks, for one of its prime 

entertainments, the very real pleasures offered by ‘Feelies’ – 

films that are not only hyper-, super-, extra-real to watch but 

also immersive to the point of olfactory and erogenous overpowering 

of the viewers, who consequently become participators. One of 

the characters conversationally asks another if he is going to 

the Feelies that evening. ‘I hear the new one at the Alhambra is 

first-rate’, he remarks, ‘There’s a love scene on a bearskin rug; 

they say it’s marvellous. Every hair of the bear reproduced. 

The most amazing tactual effects.’ The actors in this particular 

Feelie are later described as ‘dazzling and incomparably more 

solid-looking than they would have seemed in actual flesh and 

blood, far more real than reality’.

Here, succinctly put, is that obsession in a nutshell. We want 

something ‘far more real than reality’. With the pullulation of 

photographic and cinematic media over the course of the 

twentieth century, realism in painting became a little endan-

gered. Faced with what must have been a frustrating choice 

between abstraction (a deliberate iconoclasm of sorts) and 

letting photographs nullify the very need for likeness in paint-

ing, the photorealists took on a subversive role. Painting strict-

ly from photographic references, they would take neurotic 

care to duplicate in paint the attributes of a photograph, its 

shifting foci, its arbitrary clarity, its coldness. They would 

‘produce a reality so real that it proclaims its artificiality from 

the rooftops’, to quote Umberto Eco. Hyperrealism, as an 

extension or subsequence of photorealism, saw added to the 

scientifically painted photorealist works an illusion of life. It 

insisted, in Eco’s words, not on ‘giving you the reproduction so 

that you will want the original’ but on ‘giving you the repro-

duction so you will no longer feel any need for the original.’  
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So it is that we find ourselves hankering after virtual experi-
ences, short-lived and simulated. We find ourselves chasing 
the promise of tactility in a world where we cannot get enough 
of pressing digital buttons and opening digital envelopes, 
where we savour the sound of digital paper being crunched by 
digital rubbish bins. Engulfed and increasingly defined by 
digitised and mechanically reproduced reality, we are now, 
more than ever perhaps, vulnerable to an instance of good, 
old-fashioned trompe l'oeil. It jolts us to our condition, which is 
not without a certain comicality: we like being fooled. And one 
contemporary artist masterfully tricking us awake to this and 
other realisations is Kiran Saleem, a young painter, sculptor, 
and educator based in Lahore.

Drawing from the annals of art history, Saleem paints photore-
alistic compositions on canvas, but she is not a photorealist. 
This is because, unlike most photorealistic works that direct 
the viewer’s attention to their own actuality as painted surfac-
es, Saleem’s works involve technical and strategic mastery to 
appear real. The viewer has to discover them for what they are 
and, in the process, deduce a thing or two more, for Saleem’s 
paintings operate on two levels, one – and the more general –  
being a dialectic on art-making in the present age. Saleem’s 
canvases carry variously sized reproductions of iconic 
artworks from the Western visual canon. Printouts and/or 
photographs of paintings by Rembrandt or Courbet or Monet 
seem to be taped to canvases otherwise empty (and anticipat-
ing the moment of replication by paint) or displaying half-fin-
ished, painted versions of the same images. These printouts, 
then, unmistakably become visual references for the nameless 
artist (who could be a kind of Everyman of modern artists) so 
skilfully copying them out or about to. 

The fact that everything on her canvases is painted – pictures 
of paintings and the shadows cast by the flat and crisp, folded 
or torn paper they are on, the pieces of tape affixing them to 
the canvas, the paintings being done with reference to them – 
so neatly encapsulates all those solemn observations made by 
the likes of Walter Benjamin and John Berger with regards to 
art and originality in an age that sees massive and frequent 
reproduction of ‘the original’. Is Saleem commenting on the 
loss of authority an original artwork undergoes when it is 
mechanically reproduced? Is she illustrating the shifts in the 
meaning of an artwork that occur when it is reproduced, 
reused, and recontextualised? Or is she simply but cleverly 
using the existing authority of these artworks as exponents of 
certain truths to drive her own points home?  



This brings us to the second role her paintings play – the ones, 
in particular, that make up this series. Individually, they 
confront one or another contradictory and duplicitous situa-
tion or convention that persists around us. Gustave Courbet’s 
brilliantly insolent The Origin of the World is repainted by 
Saleem as a printed image, with some tape stretched right 
across its pièce de résistance, making Saleem’s own painting 
doubly insolent and doubly brilliant. Choosing an artwork 
steeped in controversial and voyeuristic history (its first 
owner was a Turkish-Egyptian collector of erotic art) and 
reusing it in today’s climate of obstinate misogyny and hypoc-
risy not only proves the original’s continuing relevance to our 
times but also raises concerns about censorship in the arts and 
preconceived notions of what the genders can or cannot paint. 
Additionally, Courbet’s The Origin of the World impresses upon 
us a certain pun – it is a close up of the precise point at/through 
which every man enters this world. So this conveniently 
cropped image of an unidentified woman’s genitalia can be 
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anyone’s origin of the world, really. And Saleem’s version 
wryly sheds light on our great dread of it.

In another painting, Saleem exposes the staged reality of 
many a marriage or partnership by immaculately replicating 
Jan Van Eyck’s The Arnolfini Portrait as a printout dramatically 
torn in the middle, dividing the famous dainty hands of the 
loving couple. The Arnolfini Portrait was a rare documentation 
of real life in the time it was painted. And though the identities 
and gestures of the sitters continue to inspire debate among 
art historians, it is widely acknowledged that the portrait was 
a pictorial marriage record. By appropriating and tearing it 
apart, Saleem seems to be questioning the veneer of harmony 
and bliss a couple feels almost required to put up to validate 
their relationship. One is reminded, by Saleem’s thoughtful 
take on Van Eyck, of today’s grossly successful wedding 
photography industry, which thrives on couples who have just 
met wishing to appear as long-time lovers.
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Elsewhere in the series, we see Rembrandt’s self-portraits 
painted as if crowding a sheet of paper, forming a treatise on 
aging, mortality, and brutal self-awareness; we see, painted in 
one small corner of a blank canvas, a scrap of paper bearing 
nothing but Rembrandt’s signature – a powerful statement on the 
pecuniary nature of the art market; we see Monet’s water lilies in 
the act of being copied from an image of the original (we see an 
impression of an Impressionist’s painting); we find a painted 
printout of Lucas Cranach’s Adam and Eve, selectively showing 
their fig-leafed lower halves. We locate also an image of Cour-
bet’s The Desperate Man (a self-portrait of the artist) placed 
next to fragments of medieval images suggesting states of 
undress and torture. This, together with Saleem’s version of a 
famed self-portrait by Frida Kahlo (wherein Saleem paints 
Kahlo’s already oddly detached head as cut out of its printout), 
allude to the unchanging perception of artists as different and, 
perhaps, dangerous – the perpetuation of the myth of the 
artist.

Plato, to put it very summarily, believed art to be a feeble 
imitation of life, which itself was but a copy of reality, devoid of 
its essence. In the Platonic view, a copy of an artwork would 
entail a further remove from reality. But here, Saleem is 
employing those removes to arrive, full-circle, at some vestige 
of the truth. Her process, in many ways, is akin to the use of 
citation. She cites from art history to bolster her ideas and 
arguments about aspects of contemporary society and visual 
culture, thereby connecting the past with the present, the 
museum with the modern gallery, and the privacy of the 
artist’s studio with the ubiquity of the laptop. Her ability to 
paint convincingly in the styles of so many painters, and such 
diverse ones at that, is itself a rather chameleon-like and 
postmodern tendency, that allows her to elude labels and 
carve out her own unmistakable identity.  



ARTIST’S STATEMENT

My work deals with the idea of dichotomy. I am working on 
different things which are contradictory to each other but 
simultaneously work together. I feel I exist on the boundaries, 
somewhere, where opposing forces meet. I exist not on either 
side, but on the line that divides, separates, and hence unites.

It is a phenomenon of nature that nothing exists as singular 
entity only, each has its opposite. A coin always has two sides, 
a person can also have a dual personality and a picture 
consists of more meanings rather than just one. I'm mainly 
concerned with realizing and seeing the truth behind things 
which we see in our daily life and believe in what we see, yet 
ignore the actual/complete truth. I like to pursue through my 
painting these notions of reality vs perception. My interest 
with all these works is to celebrate the traditional painting 
techniques and encourage viewers to take second, closer looks.

Also my work addresses the concept/construct of contempo-
rary art: that what is actually contemporary?  Is it the image 
or the idea? I take printed images of western paintings to 
reinforce the idea of what I see, interpret, and record the shift 



of perception which takes place upon discovery through a 
remote or second hand source; as I have never seen these 
paintings in real and the only format in which these paintings 
are experienced is either through web or printed paper. My 
intent to reinterpret these works of European art history is an 
attempt to personalize them and bring them into close contact 
– first to me as a maker and then to others, as the viewers of 
these images. My intervention in these works is a form of 
critique or comment upon the divide of time and the separa-
tion of space.  

BIOGRAPHY

Kiran Saleem was born in 1987 in Faisalabad, Pakistan. She 
graduated from College of Art & Design, GC University Faisala-
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during May/June 2014 and has exhibited her works in group 
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Publisher
Sanat Initiative
F-39-1/A, Block IV, Clifton
Karachi, Pakistan

Layout Design & Editing
Anzal Afzal Khan

Printer
The Times Press (Private) Limited

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

This catalogue accompanies the exhibition

To see, or not to see
Works by Kiran Saleem




