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PERFECT WORLD
by Aasim Akhtar

Dada was a clamorous, deliberately irrational protest against reason and the thinking mind, which, it claimed, 

were responsible for the outbreak of war in 1914. It was not only an art (or anti-art) movement but also a 

political movement. It pinned its faith on the laws of chance and left it to them to recreate a spontaneous, 

unprejudiced order, which set free and gave them, the image of a world waking up in a hand of crystal. Suited 

and spatted, the Dadaists comported themselves with dandyish indi�erence to their own anti-art inventions. 

Surrealism too sought to go beyond appearances, to capture and express the sensations of the unconscious, 

to create a new beauty by associations of incongruous objects – such beauty as might result, in the words of 

Leautremont, “from the chance meeting of a sewing machine and an umbrella on an operating table.” The 

really lasting successes of Surrealism were scored in those cases where it contrived to create original forms 

(not entirely dependent on appearances) vividly expressive of dramatic picture content and to restore its 

poetic signi�cance to the painter’s medium, at the same time redeeming the literary nature of its inspiration 

by the purity of the pictorial means employed. Accordingly, for the familiar ‘logic’ of the old way of seeing, the 

artist had to substitute his powers of intuition in order to render, in pictorial terms, a full account of the human 

condition in all its complexity, and not just a one-sided vision of the physical man – because, as Eugene 

Ionesco puts it, “there’s no such thing as pure logic, it’s all a hoax.”

Mohsin Sha� realises the power of cut-and-paste to alienate images, and he recognises that the new images 

of pleasure and plenty are haunted by dangerous dreams. His photomontages re�ect an intimate dance with 

a myriad of social and cultural issues raised in the 20th century. Printed as inkjet prints on rag paper, and taking 

cue from an array of collages done by the early Dadaists, Sha� coyly re-employs the perfect medium – always 

more political than its ludic Berlin counterpart – to capture the reckless everyday psyche of the Democratic 

Islamic Republic of Pakistan. 

Photomontage is the aesthetic of liberation, revolution, and protest. It isn’t just some primitive precursor to 

Photoshop. And in the hands of Sha� it has become intensely ideological, a defence in times of tyranny and a 

weapon against injustice. One infers a savage ridiculing of political ideals in Sha�’s work, but what is so 

contradictory about these digital montages is that they are so elegantly made. His deftness, his �awless sense 

of colour, tone and touch, his instinct for shape-making and balanced composition, leads to an anti-Dada 

aesthetic – an art that is beautiful in itself.   Compared with the extravagant yet essentially mute pelts of scrap 

paper assembled by Kurt Schwitters, Mohsin Sha�’s images are narrative pageants: angry, painful, acerbic 

diatribes that shatter orthodox wisdoms on society, political hierarchies and gender. Little wonder that Sha� 

has plumped for an art of fragmentation. Traumatised by the privations of defeat, assailed by uprisings, army 

mutinies and the ruthless suppression of these insurrections, the entire country is poisoned by a feeling of 

alienation. Sha� dissects this crisis with forensic acuity. He satirises politicians, perhaps, because it’s so richly 

legible in terms of contemporary cultural politics.

But his real target is the warp and weft of society itself. In The bitterness which opens laugh on all that has 

been made consecrated, forgotten in our society, in our brain, in our habits, the head of Yousaf Raza Gillani 

perches on a �imsily clad female body. Around this androgynous horror, there are envelopes that read NRO, an 

Asif Zardari who gazes impassively while a vast hand waves out at people. Certainly, Sha�’s near impeccable 

formalism – the exactitude of his shapes, the crisp, clean spaces of his backgrounds – act to anchor his lawless 

imagery. Nevertheless, his unbridled cornucopia resists monotone readings. Most telling is his statement that 

he longs to blur the borders that we human beings, cocksure as we are, are inclined to erect. In analysing 

Mohsin Sha�’s work it is important to note that, for this artist, a trajectory does not indicate a straight line but 

rather a meandering path – one that jumps ahead and circles back as he investigates new ideas and returns to 

earlier ones. The logic of his practice is structured but not �xed – it changes and mutates as much as it 

permeates and perpetuates. It is open to experiments, chance and accidents, which in turn in�uence and 

amend this structure to create new patterns, forms and systems. The logic of Sha�’s art is rooted through two 

seemingly opposed poles that can be described as thinking and making – mind and body – rational and 

organic – structure and experimentation. On one hand, much of his work is based on formal strategies and 

geometric patterns that seem to be ordered by an intellectual pursuit. On the other, much appears to be 

handmade and spontaneous. However, as di�erent as these approaches might appear, each strand of Sha�’s 

work contains elements of the other, with the mechanical and the handmade, the formal and the organic, not 

only intermingled but interdependent. 
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Collage, however, need not necessarily spawn a Frankenstein’s monster or be wielded as a weapon of dissent 

or criticism. Abuttal and contrariness can also provide the conditions of humour. One of the prime 

maneouvres of the comedian is to shuffle taxonomies and choreograph scandalous incongruences. And the 

corruption of categories is the force behind the pun, where two elements supposedly never to meet under 

ordinary circumstances are demonstrated to have an unexpected point in common. 

Collage is often perceived as an inclusive art form: not only can we all understand how a collage is made, but 

we are all qualified to make them; and this apparent lack of skill can often make the process, as well as the 

outcome, seem arbitrary. If meaning can be manufactured by the combination of any two images, then what 

are the merits of one juxtaposition over another? Criticality is embedded in collage’s methodology as well as 

its content, as its mode of construction is perpetually on show – whether through the evidence of the actual 

cut or the semantic stitching between elements in an otherwise seamless digital construction. That the very 

possibility of controllable meaning wrought by an unimpeachable artist has been thrown out the window is 

the real legacy and poignancy of  Mohsin Shafi’s work. 

The mediatic image is like a siren: it dies even as it raises an alarm. The central problem facing artists who 

employ mediatic images in their art, therefore, is: How do you resurrect an image that has such a brief half-life, 

how do you render significant an image that holds the attention for not more than the blink of an eye? In an 

economy of images that has reduced every human being to a banal cipher, how can the artist return a sense 

of significance and dignity to the human subject, reconnecting the image-fragmented individual to the larger 

texts of the contemporary? In his recent work, Mohsin Shafi embeds these questions in portrait-narratives that 

function between the realms of ceremonial time and the accidents of history. From the flux of mediatic 

ephemera, he extracts images of political figures belonging to varied social milieux and political contexts; he 

invests them with symbolic resonance by the apparently simple act of selection and isolation, with the 

specificities of their loci cropped away. Shafi’s figures are recognisable individuals in the sense that we can 

identify their locale from internal evidence and memory, and are simply identitarian stereotypes (as they are 

coded with national, religious or ethnic characteristics, the pictorial emphasis is on their human vulnerability 

as incarnations of identity). In Shafi’s treatment, these people become portraits residing in an unstable 

semiotic space intermediate between individual and type: he is thus able to employ them as markers of 

everyday heroism. 

The notion of play as ludic intervention phrased in the political context permeates Shafi’s photomontages. He 

leads viewers into a familiar recreational field of reference, and then pulls the rug from under their feet. High 

Finance, after the German collagist, Hannah Hoch, pastes images of Punjab’s Chief Minister and the Premier, 

under attack from an athletic male boxer, the PTI leader. The artist takes aim at capitalism by juxtaposing 

images of a lion and the Metro Project. Collage’s rejection of singularity, rationality and coherence is matched 

and, at times, superseded by mainstream media and culture at large, where channel-hopping, surfing, 

streaming, pieceworking, and hot-desking are fast becoming familiar processes. It might be argued, then, that 

collage is no longer a specialist revolutionary tool, and yet, these new verbs have still to achieve the elemental 

associations of those that collage summons forth: cutting, tearing, separating, abutting, contradicting, 

interrupting, augmenting, substituting. These are fundamental acts with visceral or even ontological 

resonance, compared to the clean, applied, leisure-like mien of new methodologies. The verb, as opposed to 

the noun, is symptomatic of a worldview in which movement and rates of change are at least as important as 

form and static position. And indeed, the induction of collage into art coincided with enormous cultural and 

epistemological shifts in which speed, acceleration and flux factored greatly. 

Although it is neither possible nor desirable to track an evolutionary account of collage without sacrificing the 

nuances of individual intentions and effects, a broad, historical overview could at least demonstrate the 

phantasmagorical plurality let loose by the apparently basic act of cutting out and sticking down. It might also 

establish how fragmentation, hybridisation, appropriation and simultaneity have come to be perceived as 

more relevant analogies for human experience than the single coherent illusory image. Collage’s rejection of 

logical depiction and rational space, its isolation of images from their usual context and dissolution of 

traditional subject matter also chimes with playwright and dramatist Eugene Ionesco’s definition of the 

absurd as “that which is devoid of purpose…cut off from his religious, metaphysical, and transcendental roots, 

man is lost; all his action becomes senseless, absurd, useless”.

In the 1930s, John Heartfield’s photomontages developed out of his creeping disenfranchisement with Dada 

absurdity, and the suspicion that absurdity was itself part of the bourgeois malaise, an excuse for inaction. As 

Heartfield became engaged with Marxist dialectics his photomontages grew teeth, turning savagely on social 

and political issues and determining to make the invisible visible. Photomontage was also put to hard labour 

by agit-prop posters of both the left and the right. It was from here, perhaps, that the indexical relationship 

between collage and empowerment – or dissent – stems. In the hands of the politically motivated its 

processes made monsters of recognisable figures, the everyman and even the notion of tranquility itself, 

which could be used to prod us out of cultural amnesia. Shafi, a contemporary political satirist, continues this 

programme of scandalous revelation and memorialisation, pouncing on circulating news stories or divulging 

unpublished facts, often illustrating them in shockingly straightforward ways. 



Appropriate/ Appropriate
Zarmeene Shah

From the get-go Mohsin Sha�’s ‘Sadaism – Siyasat Series’ is an exercise in appropriation. Adapting Dadaist 

texts and manifestos, reproduced almost exactly, Sha� replaces the word Dada with his own tongue-in-cheek 

manifestation of the highly politically charged 20th century movement: Sada.  “I believe what we call Sada is 

foolery, foolery extracted from the emptiness in which all the higher problems are wrapped…” With the 

change of a singular alphabet, Hugo Ball’s words become Sha�’s own, their context shifted instantaneously, 

their ownership and signi�cance turned on its head. ‘Sada’ of course refers to the Punjabi word for ‘ours’ – the 

pun is very much intended. 

The term appropriation holds a special relation to American artists of the 1980s, such as Sherrie Levine who 

reproduced famous works including paintings by French Impressionist Claude Monet as her own, in an 

attempt to bring them to light in a new set of circumstances and in doing so, endow these familiar images 

with a new interpretation, a new set of meanings that originated from the time in which they were being 

produced and understood. This use of the borrowed or found image, object or text is of course not a new one, 

it is in fact �rmly engrained into the structure of the movement to which Sha� refers, i.e. Dadaism, whose 

artists liberally employed techniques such as collage, photomontage, assemblages and what would come to 

be known as the ‘readymades’, in a direct attack against traditional modes of art-making.      

What then does it mean when a young Pakistani artist in the 21st century refers to a European anti-art, 

anti-bourgeois and anti-war movement of the last century? Sha�’s collages are intricate, layered, complex. 

They make use of public access images from newspapers and magazines, photographs culled from the 

Internet, sewn together to form elaborate compositions that speak directly of the political milieu of his time. 

However, none of these con�gurations are ‘his own’ (or are they?). Drawing directly from the works of 

renowned Dadaist artists such as John Heart�eld, Hannah Hoch, Max Ernst and Marcel Duchamp amongst 

others, Sha� replaces the heads of political �gures with those of local politicians: taking Heart�eld’s anti-Nazi 

poster of Hitler sharpening a knife as he prepares to kill the French cockerel, he replaces the dictator’s head 

with that of Imran Khan and the cockerel’s cap to a cricket helmet. Zul�qar Ali Bhutto becomes Marcel 

Duchamp, playing an endless game of chess; Benazir Bhutto, Zia ul Haq, Nawaz Sharif, Parvez Musharraf, Asif 

Zardari, each one meticulously, painstakingly cut and pasted into place, each image reworked and adapted, 

subverted in content and in context, yet maintaining a direct visual link with the original from which it is 

derived.

In the contemporary era, with the rapid advancement of the internet and our ability to access, understand, 

communicate and process digital information, there is very little that remains outside of our reach. Indeed, an 

entire world of information is available to us right at the very tips of our �ngers, accessible without having to 

move an inch o� our seats. Hundreds of thousands of photographs are uploaded to social media websites 

every day, in�nite numbers of images, videos, texts, information, anything we may need is freely available to us 

for our perusal and our use, whether the ‘author’ may give express permission or not. Copyright has become a 

slippery �sh that keeps falling back into the ocean of accessibility that is the Internet today. 

In the context of appropriation however, and of Sha�’s work, perhaps one of the most interesting recent 

phenomenon is that of the Internet meme. An image is transformed and then transformed again, repeatedly 

changing meaning and context each time, simply through a singular element or di�ering words that are 

assigned to it. Recently, in reference to the Islamabad sit-ins and related talks, I received a popular meme that 

showed the Prime Minister, Nawaz Sharif, being carried in the arms of the army chief. Less than an hour later, I 

received the same image again, this time with Imran Khan’s head replacing Sharif’s. With a simple cut and 

paste job, changing one small part of the overall image, the entire thrust of the message is shifted, from one 

political leaning to the directly opposing other. The capacity for the manipulation of the image (and therefore 

its implications) is endless and the ability to con�rm its authorship almost impossible. In this way, the Internet 

also provides us with something almost sacred – the ability to say exactly what we want to an unlimited 

audience, and to remain completely anonymous, completely free of all associated risks, while doing so. 
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Focusing on contemporary art and continental and semiotic theory, she is particularly interested in new 

media, the body, and the political in art. As a writer,she regularly contributes to several publications, including 

The Herald Pakistan, Art Asia Paci�c and Art Review magazines.



Sha� does not a�ord himself this escape. His imagery is overtly political, his references and �gures blatantly 

recognizable, his name very much associated with his work. Had this been the 1980s, under the Zia regime he 

would have been arrested and received a few lashes for such manifest anti-institutional commentary – at the 

very least. It is somewhat ironic that the freedom enjoyed by the press, media and even artists today is largely 

owed to another military dictator, General Parvez Musharraf. Even now, however, Sha� would have reason to 

be nervous; where the government may no longer impose such strict authoritarian control over content, there 

is still a danger of reactionary individuals with political a�liations. It would therefore not be unheard of that 

Sha�’s work would not be displayed for fear of provoking just such a reaction and of drawing unwanted 

attention. Interestingly though, this would no longer a�ect the reach of his work. The digital era ensures that 

physical spaces are no longer required in order to reach an audience; in fact, in this virtual space, the scope of 

their reach becomes potentially limitless.  

In Pakistan, there are also other reasons why this work may not be well received, one of the most carefully 

considered being that of the art market. Where alternate and experimental spaces for art are few and far 

between, galleries must watch out for their own vested interests, catering to a known and largely traditionally 

geared market of collectors. In a country where issues of originality and authenticity are still prevalent and 

privilege given to the preciousness of the art object that is painstakingly crafted by the hands of the artist, 

mediums such as photography, collage, montage and the found object are still not considered to be as 

‘valuable’ or worthy of the same appreciation as more traditionalist techniques such as, for example, miniature 

painting. Perhaps this is why artists such as Iqbal Geo�rey, fans of whose work include the Director of the Tate, 

Sir Nicholas Serota and in his old age, Marcel Duchamp, remain much more appreciated in the West than in 

their own country. Incidentally, Sha� is an admirer of Geo�rey’s work, a fact evident in the aesthetic of these 

montages. In his case however, some of the works do not even adhere to the traditional technique of collage. 

The cutting out of the found image or text, the joining together with glue, the associated physical labor is 

absent in approximately a third of the pieces; these works are digitally produced, assembled on a computer 

and printed as a singular (�at) image, removing them even one step further from the idea of the high art 

object crafted by the hand of the artist.

In 1936, Walter Benjamin wrote of the mechanical reproduction of the work of art in the context of the 

reproducibility of the photographic image. For Benjamin, the e�ect of the work being removed from its 

privileged pedestal and made readily accessible to the masses was a democratizing one. For the Dadaists, a 

similar objective was at play. In the wake of the atrocities of World War I, they revolted against all that was 

symptomatic of the bourgeois class, including the elitism of art and its previous position as endowed by the 

modernist mindset. This idea of democratization, of the breaking of traditional hierarchies is an apt one to be 

taken on in the current Pakistani political milieu then. Dada becomes Sada (ours) – just as easily adapted as we 

are eager to import all other western ideologies with which we �nd a common (even if tenuous) link. We tout 

the banner of democracy, crying out for a new Pakistan, referring constantly to how it has revolutionized the 

West, of the advantages that it provides to its citizens in the �rst world, all the time disregarding the long and 

complex history of political development that led to the formation of a democratic system, a process and a 

developmental history that we have neither lived nor experienced. 

Much the same way, Sha�’s work �nds its links with a 20th century European art movement, with whom links 

can be forged and parallels drawn. However, does adaptation lead to ownership in the true sense? Is Sha�’s 

commentary complete if I am not in the know about art history and the dialogue surrounding the Dadaist 

movement? These are interesting questions and whether we are able to answer them or not, the work is rich, 

deep and layered enough to provoke them. In Sha�’s case, it is evident that they are not unwittingly posed. 

Even viewed without the narrative of art history, his images contain enough of a complexity and su�cient 

clues to arrive at a similar discursive point of enquiry. The writing is there, if we are open enough to read it.   



Artist as commentator 
Atteqa Ali

Mohsin Sha� is an artist as commentator. Generally, as an underlying principle to making art, he prefers to 
allow for organic themes to emerge from examining and investigating the world around him. That is, in 
developing topics for his artworks, he looks to the current political scenario of his society--Pakistan. Instead of 
forcing a theme, he allows it to surface by simply placing images together. Essentially, this means that his most 
important role as an artist is to remain aware of what’s going on in his world. As such, he is an “artist as 
commentator,” along the line of appropriationists from the early 1980s including Sherrie Levine and Richard 
Prince. These artists were picking through the images that de�ne contemporary culture, and Mohsin Sha� 
does the same through selecting and manipulating images that comment on culture, society, and life today.  

In his current project, he does this by bringing together images of �gures in the Pakistani political landscape 
with pictures made by artists associated with Dadaism. A major art movement that took place in di�erent 
cities in Europe and the United States in the second decade of the twentieth century, Dadaism made 
signi�cant contributions through the development of photomontage and the act of appropriation in art. Both 
of these contributions are critical for Mohsin’s art practice. But what do these methods mean for art in general 
and Pakistani artists in speci�c. 

Protected by bulletproof glass, the Mona Lisa is a painting that is di�cult to steal from its secure location 
within the fortress of the Louvre Museum. However, it has been taken many times by artists the world over, 
perhaps most notably by Marcel Duchamp in his mustached version of the painting. The appropriation of 
historical artwork by artists is an important practice in modern and contemporary art. In the case of artists in 
postcolonial nations like Pakistan appropriating great works of Western art, there is a need to assess the 
implications of such an action. It is not necessarily a theft, as has been determined in the case of sued 
American artists like Levine (mentioned above) and Je� Koons (although that accusation is questionable as 
well). Instead, it is a way to investigate, explore, and cope with the imbalanced relationship between the East 
and the West viz a viz modern and, consequentially, contemporary art.
 
Modernity, progress, and the like have for so long been associated with the West that an artist from another 
part of the world would feel the need to measure up to what has been made in Europe and the United States. 
In many cases, artists have adopted modern art practices developed in the West like cubism. This happened in 
Pakistan when the nation achieved independence from the British. There was a need for citizens to declare 
themselves as modern in order to show that they are capable of being an independent nation. And for artists 
that meant utilizing the styles of modern art in Europe, where in the early 20th century progressively minded 
practitioners reacted against classical academic art in preference to what was then new and experimental. 
They formed abstract art, often in�uenced by African sculptures, Persian paintings, and other “non-Western” 
traditions. These European artists are widely accepted as revolutionaries. However, the mid-20th century work 
made in postcolonial nations is generally described as bad and derivative, even though the artists practiced 
painting in a modern European style. 
 
More recently, however, when artists in these same countries have exploited European art, they are considered 
to be provocative and challenging. Yasumasa Morimura is one such artist whose works have been praised for 
their investigation of the postcolonial dilemma. Although he is from a nation that was not colonized-
Japan-the same feelings of inadequacy emerge in many non-Western parts of the world. His series, 
Daughters of Art History, appropriates images of well-known European artworks like Olympia, in which he 
places himself in the roles of Manet’s prostitute and her maid. For Morimura, his insertion as an Easterner into 
the �eld of European modernism asserts his de�ant position in today’s globalized world in much the same 
way that Manet challenged the Parisian elite in the 19th century. His presence serves to remind us that 
European artists exploited art from Asia and Africa to develop modern art; and his claim to modernity is no 
less valid than any artist in the West.
 
If we consider Mohsin Sha�’s work, he gives similar challenges to the global art world.  His act of taking works 
of art by the Dadaists o�ers a critique of the power relations that exist between the East and West and 
provides insights into the complex dynamics of the networks in which artistic in�uences traverse. He takes on 
Western art to suit his needs, including o�ering multifaceted and nuanced views of the e�ects of larger social 
and political processes such as colonialism and globalization. 

Through the simple act of cutting pasting faces or bodies, he makes, on one level, naïve jokes about Pakistani 
politicians. Yet this method also ties into the long history of appropriation by artists around the world. 

Atteqa Ali is an art historian, writer, critic based in Dubai and New York. She has curated several exhibitions on 

contemporary art from Pakistan and other countries in the Islamic workd, including “Hear Me Roar: New Art 

from Bangladesh, Iran and Pakistan” at the Jamjar Gallery in Dubai. In November 2014, she will present an 

exhibition that examines the impact of technology on the development of art in the MENASA region as part of 

the 20th Annual International Symposium on Electronic Art in Dubai for which she serves as the Exhibition 

Director. She has written for several publcations, including an essay that examines fundamentalism, terrorism, 

and art in Pakistan for the anthology, Contemporary Art: 1989 to Present (Wiley Blackwell). She will publish an 

essay on the e�ects of arts institutions in the UAE on contemporary art in the MENASA and the implications of 

this on art history in general (Museums in Arabia, 2015). She will also write a critical essay in the work of 

Pakistani artist Meher Afroze for a monograph. She is Assistant Professor of Art History and Curatorial Studies 

at Zayed University in Dubai.



Aziz Sohail
�e politics of Sadaism

Nationally known political �gures jump out at the viewer – Benazir Bhutto (Shaheed, lest we get attacked by 
the PPP jiyalas), the Great Leader, the Quaid-e-Azam in his quintessential Western attire and upright position, 
and our current Prime Minister’s face; set across a Minar-e-Pakistan, which is ominously placed to look like a 
nuclear warhead. Such is the body of work that artist Mohsin Sha� calls ‘Sadaism’ – borrowed from that great 
American movement globally known as Dada that questioned art in itself - a urinal placed upside down its 
greatest memory to posterity, forever etched in the global artistic landscape

SADA, borrowed from Punjabi, is adopted, Sha� says, ‘humorously’, in order to reject nationalism, patriotism, 
and in the spirit of Dada before it, reject the idea of ideology in itself. Our national anxieties are the jumping 
o� for Mohsin Sha�’s rich exploration of complicated and nuanced, and indeed, ever �uid, Pakistan identities, 
that point result in a cohesive and very strong body of work that de�ne us and confound us. His work at one 
point is completely, it seems, anarchist, revulsion at the so called system and a push back against it, and on the 
other hand, rooted in our very own national identity, grasping at national symbols that are pregnant with 
meaning to all of us, and that for us hold so much sacredness. In Sada-ism, as in Dada, there is no sacred and 
all must be questioned, discarded, recreated, renewed and reborn. 

Most of Sha�’s current body of work has long phrase-like titles, philosophically written, allowing the viewer to 
ponder on the larger poetic meaning behind all. In one work, we can observe Pervez Musharraf, stoically 
standing, with angel American �ag wings. Musharraf that once all-powerful dictator seems to be hemmed in 
and imprisoned on both sides – holding what might be an ambiguous wiper in one hand and hemmed in 
from the other from a string – domesticated and helpless. Or there is the Queen – Benazir Bhutto presented in 
shockingly similar likeness go Princess Diana, with the words emblazoned ‘God Did Not Save The Queen’, an 
ironic reference of course, to the late Benazir, her assassination just a long list of checklist items in the tragic 
history of the Bhuttos. Bhutto’s death occurred approximately 20 years after Princess Diana, the quintessential 
British princess who stole the hearts of many, which were ultimately shattered tragically in 1997. Such is the 
fate of Benazir Bhutto – still today heralded beloved by many in the population. 

Mohsin Sha� has stated in the past that his work ‘has various tangents which explore issues of gender, 
ideology, spirituality, sexuality and the tendencies of violence in my society.’ Indeed, this society that he deals 
with, the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, is a complicated space – highly charged, with a highly politicized public 
where the shadow of history continues to loom and �irt with the present. How does then, in the present, the 
artist make sense of the all the various political narratives that meld together to create the mosaic of the 
Pakistani state. His body of work is certainly not kind to anyone it seems, neither to the present (Bilawal Bhutto 
et al), to the near past (Musharraf and Benazir Bhutto), to the not-so-recent past (Zia era), and then even what 
seems the distant past (The great Quaid, Muhammad Ali Jinnah). There is a period that our Pakistanis, the 
liberal ones atleast, so mournfully look back on, the safe Karachi of the past, and the safe past itself, when 
women wore dresses and alcohol was widely available and there was all sorts of pleasure to be made, and 
Sha� continues to ponder upon it with great irony. 

There is the image of Zul�qar Bhutto on his chair (the empty chair also represents the political seat), in front of 
him a chess set piece. The minute �gures of Benazir Bhutto, his wife Nusrat Bhutto and General Zia loom in the 
background – it is notable that all of these �gures, only one was lucky to have a natural death. Observing 
closely the viewer comes upon SADA Kapra, SADA Makan and SADA Roti, which cheekily in Urdu translates to 
plain clothes, plain house and plain bread, of course a reference to Bhutto’s populist leftist manifesto. 

At some points the work can be considered to be pure cheek – a political jab at all, but then there are those 
ultimately poignant moments in the work that defy us and make us ponder on the current contemporary 
state of our society and how we came to be in our current situation. Perhaps it is the only serious political 
homage, but the work referring to Salman Taseer as part of the series ‘"“It seems that this exists: more logical, 
too logical, not very logical, really logical, fairly logical” is upfront, clear and important. The brutal 
assassination of Salman Taseer, Governor of Punjab due to his views on blasphemy laws is clear in all of our 
heads who have any conscience. However, even this rather simple work is multi-layered and can be read on 
multiple layers. One observes that late Governor is lying in a co�n and can ponder the reasons of the political 
symbolism of such an act. He has a tasbeeh or prayer beads in one hand, a reference to supplication. The only 
slightly colorful part of the work is the Pakistani �ag – �ung hastily on his body. The �ag is a sign of his national 
identity, so brutally snatched from him, and to our pride, denied to Taseer by the State and the people in their 
misguided attempt to protect a killer. It is perhaps the �nal act of the artist to reconnect with the somber 
nature of our history.

Sha� then utilizes multiple elements manipulating politically charged and easily accessible imagery to shock 
the viewer into closely looking into the work and understand the nuance behind it. Each work is thoughtful 
yet humorous at the same time – allowing multiple meanings and modalities to emerge. As Pakistanis, this is 
what unites and divides us, our fraught political history, and Sha� shatters our own identity into a million little 
pieces, allowing us to reconstruct it through this exhibit. 

Aziz Sohail is a visiting Assistant Professor at the National College of Arts and an independant curator and critic 

dividing time between Lahore and Karachi.



Pioneers of a new frontier | 22.2 x 22.2 cm | Photomontage.

Mien fuhrer | 38.2 x 26.5 cm | Photomontage. My kingdom | 38.5 x 27.5 cm | Photomontage.



From the juice of your loins I quench my thirst | 28 x 20.4 cm | Photomontage

Reclaim | 30 x 24 cm | Photomontage Rebel without a cause | 26.8 x 18 cm | Photomontage  



Till we decided to dream | 14 x 19 cm | Photomontage

Oranges are not the only fruit | 18.5 x 27.7 cm | Photomontage From the cradle to the grave | 25.5 x 18.5 cm | Photomontage



�e little drummer man| 28.7 x 21.4 cm | Photomontage

Before the spill | 43 x 29.5 cm | Photomontage Every whisper, every footstep | 20 x 15.5 cm | Photomontage



Sheikh Selavy | 24 x 17.5 cm | Photomontage. Bloom�eld president | 24 x 17.5 cm | Photomontage.



  
God didn’t save the queen | 31.5 x 20 cm | Photomontage

  
�e excess of high expectations | 25.5 x 35.5 cm | Photomontage
Flesh and the devil - II | 25.5 x 16.2 cm | Photomontage



�e mistery of the movie stars | 47.5 x 36 cm | Photomontage
    

Vulture culture | 39 x 33 cm | Photomontage



  
Bibi Kaho | 25.5 x 25.5 cm | Photomontage
  

Victor-Victoria | 53 x 42 cm | Photomontage



Bitch fight | 66 x 50 cm | Photomontage.
  

Put your arms around me | 44 x 37 cm | Photomontage.
  



Politics the way it should be | 70 x 52 cm | Photomontage
  

Politics the way it should be (detail)
  



�e cruel intentions | 53 x 42 cm | Photomontage
  

Until I discovere cooking, I was never really interested in politics | 42.5 x 29.5 | Photomontage
  



What is generally termed reality is to be prcise, a forthy nothing | 26 x 20 cm | Photomontage What is generally termed reality is to be prcise, a forthy nothing (detail)
  



Statement:

I exploit my unadulterated access to the deepest emotions embedded beneath the surface, only to explore 

the whispered secrets of arti�ces and long buried confessions. This is my burden, my struggle constant, in 

hopes to validate the “I”.Questioning the blurred edges between identity and the intentions of identity, I 

attempt to capture what I see and record their frail existence, only to return, relieve and recreate the world, in 

my images. I hope to make the viewer see reality through the �ction of my eyes, where nothing is as it is andd 

everything is as isn’t. All this to only allow myself the luxury of a disconnection from the fallacies of truth. 

Hoping to record the naked and defenseless ideas of the subconscious mind, the process somewhere 

between formations and documentation.

Picking from actual narratives, as well as record and references, I have added on to the visuals in a way that 

exposes a deep-set discomfort. Though the outcome may appear bizarre at �rst, our constant interaction with 

these uncomfortable truths make them familiar and common, though perhaps not always acceptable. these 

are the disturbing interpretations of acquainted subjects, slumbering histories and buried traumas. An 

emotional sharing of sorts. I aim to create images tangled in time, nostalgic and still. In view of the ascending 

chaos around us, these images reveal haunting truths of my realities. Through a play with an existing library of 

images, I attempt to communicate multiple interpretations of the one true meaning. In doing so, pose more 

questions than answers. These images hence become facets of my current persona, both real and imagined.

Mohsin Sha�

2014

Biography:

Mohsin Sha� is an interdisciplinary artist living and working in Lahore. He received his Masters Degree and BFA 

Degree, both from the National College of Arts, Lahore. He continues to serve his alma mater as visiting faculty 

in the MA Visual Art Department of Fine Arts.

Sha�’s work investigates the blurred edges between identity and the intentions of identity construction. With 

his collages, ensembles, video works and installations, he engages ostensibly local naratives and challenges 

supposedly familiar images that have become establishhed in our communal understanding. His fantastical 

collages exist somewhere between dream and phantasmagoria, while seamlessly synthesizing elements of 

pop-culture, surrealist thought, and pictorialism. This technique resembles classic collage and is an allusion to 

the modern era’s overabundance of pictures and �lms. The public and private merge into a single narrative 

much like the way in which Sha� fuses images and words. Through these images he probes the small spaces 

between lucidity and madness, intimacy and alienation, desire and ambivalence, the living and the absent.

Sha�’s participation in recent selected exhibitions include “Bookish Intimacies” at Amuse Art Gallery, San 

Francisco - USA (2014);”Encounters on the Frontier” at The Zahoor Akhlaq Gallery, National College of Arts, 

Lahore (2014);”Being with you and not being with you..” at The Twelve Gates Arts, Philadelphia - USA (2014); 

“Circus” at Taseer Art Gallery, Lahore (2014);“MISAFF �lm festival” at the Living Arts Centre, Mississauga, 

Canada (2014); “Stret”, Lahore Literary Festival at Alhamra Art Council, Lahore (2014);”Punjab Art Council Show 

at Alhamra Art Council, Lahore (2013);”Picture Perfect” at Art Chowk Gallery, Karachi (2013);”Somewhere Else” 

at The Drawing Room Gallery, Lahore (2012);”Alien Autospy” at Kuntra La Kunsthre, Graz - Austria (2012); 

‘Surfaces” at Rondo Studios Graz-Austria (2012);”The Noose” at Canvas Gallery, Karachi (2012);”Dirt Under my 

Nails” at Khaas Gallery, Islamabad (2012);”Letters to Taseer” at The Drawing Room Gallery, Lahore (2012); 

“Degree show” at ZahoorulAkhlaq Gallery, National COllege of Arts, Lahore (2010);“Categorical Inaccuracy” at 

Vasl, Karachi (2010);”Lakh War Sadkay” at Alhamra Art Gallery, Lahore (2010);”Art Trail” at Phizz Fest 

Phibsborough Arts Festival, Dublin - Ireland (2010);”Beneath the Surface” at Rohtas 2, Lahore (2010);”Exposed” 

at The Ireland Institute, Dublin - Ireland; among others. Sha� was part of the VaslArtists Residency in 2010 in 

Karachi, Pakistan and was an artist-in-residence at the Rondo Studios, Graz-Austria in 2012.
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This series of work is dedicated to my Abi who is always hooked on to the News Channels, with which I have 

to wrestle with 24/7. It was this constant bombardment of political rivalry that inspired me to cut-and-paste 

the sad-sada-satire.

Mohsin Sha�

2014
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