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Conquest of Materiality 

Nafisa Rizvi

Naveed Sadiq’s latest oeuvre ‘Perpetual Layers’ is a discur-

sive investigation of materiality; an issue confronting the 

artist and the critic more acutely in the age of digitization 

and amidst the global superfluity of installation art. The 

concern is grounded in the implications of theory and 

historicity and if Sadiq is raising the topic it is even more 

curiously distinctive considering that his preferred genre 

is age-old and belongs to a tradition from which there was 

little deviation or experimentation for more than three 

centuries, thus rendering its materiality unchanging and 

static, inferring in a sense that the art itself was inflexible 

in its aesthetics. That, we know, is an incorrect assumption.

It is significant that the image of the miniature painter at 

work is a repetitive motif in Sadiq’s paintings, suggesting that 

he assigns a decisive role to materiality in the face of theoreti-

cal production. But the emphasis is more than the making of 

surface or use of materials. He captures the historic value of 

miniature painting and sets about creating the structure of 

the ‘karkhana’ or miniature studio in which the roles of the 

‘workers’ were conspicuously defined. The wasli maker is 

shown straining to create what is obviously his wasli or paper, 

layered with glue-like substance and burnished by the conch 

to provide the perfect surface for the master artist to render 

the image. The wasli maker in fact was the worker at the 

bottom of the hierarchy in the ‘karkhana’ -- the rookie 

assigned to making wasli for the maestros for many years 

before he was allowed to touch a brush to paper. The other 

miniature painters depicted in the works seem to hold 



Perpetual Layers  I, gouache, chine colle on wasli, 20 x 15 cm, 2016



Perpetual Layers  II, gouache, chine colle on wasli, 37 x 52 cm, 2016



Perpetual Layers  III, gouache, chine colle on wasli, 37 x 60 cm, 2016

higher positions in the hierarchy -- one is writing text, the 

other painting an image. The ubiquitous ‘worker drones’, 

thus suggested by their silhouetted forms, suggest the 

physicality of the process and is reiterated by the text. 

However, despite the apparent emphasis on physicality 

and somatic labor through the use of words such as ‘mashq’ 

or ‘riaz’ the idea of conceptual integration into the work is 

implied in the words ‘khayal’ or ‘soch’. But there is still 

more to the narrative that meets the immediate eye. 

Despite the accent on physicality, the image of the workers 

seems to valorize the conceptual – the textual references 

are connected with a line that travels from head to head. It 

also connotes the aspirations of the ‘laborers’. Anyone 

familiar with Orhan Pamuk’s opus “My Name is Red” 

cannot but think back to the aspirations of miniature 

makers – the competitiveness, the need to outdo lesser 

painters, the constant referencing to exalted miniaturists of 

yore whose achievements were talked of as paeans of glory.



Perpetual Layers  IV, gouache, chine colle on wasli, 36 x 52 cm, 2016





Perpetual Layers  V, gouache, chine colle on wasli, 56 x 70 cm, 2016





Naveed Sadiq’s effort to explore materiality as a term 
dichotomous to conceptualism in fact points to a holistic 
and cerebral production. In the last four decades, the trend 
of dematerialization around the world of art has made the 
object nearly irrelevant. Frederic Jameson talks of the loss 
of the “traditional distinctiveness or specificity of the 
aesthetic” . He then documents the opening up of the 
“closed space of the aesthetic”  that occurred in the late 
90’s. However, Pakistani art has not followed the route and 
if in global terms, art is returning to the aesthetic now, we 
have clung to our perceptions of the aesthetic with a 
possessiveness that almost belies rationality. In Pakistani 
art, the object has remained dominant because the sensory 
pleasure of art has never been questioned. It is one of the 
reasons for the success of neo-miniature’s acculturation in 
the west and its natural outgrowth at home once the notion 
was suggested. All these historic specificities are suggested 
in Sadiq’s works, even if he may not have implicitly indicat-
ed them as such. In his works, paradoxically, the process of 
making becomes an immanent thematic inference and he 
raises the concern of materiality through the image, stating 
in no uncertain terms that the end product is not really his 
objective as much as the process of making it. This line of 
reasoning relies on a distinctively innovative dialectic and 
it is one we should take note of if we are to debate ideas 
rather than comment on them as we are more wont to do.

 
  

 Fredric Jameson, The Cultural Turn: Selected Writings on 
the Postmodern, Verso, 1983-1998, p 111

  Ibid p 112
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Perpetual Layers  VI, gouache, chine colle on wasli, 56 x 70 cm, 2016





Perpetual Layers  VII, gouache, chine colle on wasli, 56 x 70 cm, 2016

The Storyteller 

Schezre Syed

What is, what was and what must be are some recurrent 

concerns Naveed Sadiq aims to reconcile within ‘Perpet-

ual Layers’. Like a storyteller, he builds rich narratives. 

Layers upon layers of gouache, paper and various visual 

motifs interact with one another in a number of ways.

The viewer finds themselves traversing over different 

snapshots of time, framed and placed on two-dimension-

al grids - sometimes as text, sometimes as resilient repe-

titions, or growing shadows of light, all marked with a 

certain ambition. This ambition, however, does not 

appear as a mule-headed lunge to succeed, but rather, 

a humble reverence of the old and gone; an ambition 





Perpetual Layers  VIII, gouache, chine colle on wasli, 56 x 70 cm, 2016





Perpetual Layers  IX, gouache, chine colle on wasli, 56 x 70 cm, 2016





Perpetual Layers  X, gouache, chine colle on wasli, 56 x 70 cm, 2016





Perpetual Layers  XI, gouache, chine colle on wasli, 56 x 60 cm, 2016

to persist in and with the surroundings; to find one’s 

bearings and make heads and tails of the sensitively laid 

chine colle surface of existence.

Borders pose as rooms in Sadiq’s work. They separate the 

personal spaces from the outer world; demarcate sanctuar-

ies and preserve traditions and taught-pasts inside 

shrines. Such divisions help highlight the disassociation 

and disconnect from one stage or one state of being. How 

effective a barricade these separations are is questionable, 

as ghosts of a troublesome past charge through these solid 

walls effortlessly, while in some frames those very brutish 

energies convincingly remain caged, even if restively.

Sadiq engages in a conversation with all of the 



Perpetual Layers XII, gouache, chine colle on wasli, 56 x 70 cm, 2016



Perpetual Layers XIII, gouache, chine colle on wasli,  28 x 22 cm, 2016



aforementioned tangents. But perhaps, the most affected of 
all the characters in this series is the balloon that floats 
around like an ominous cloud. However, the longer one 
looks, one realizes that it is not just a geometric shape. It is 
a lifeform - the martyr that goes through all the vicissi-
tudes that the physical form of the human refuses to be 
marred with. Where piercing questions succeed in perforat-
ing it, its scatter splatters across the wasli. It experiences 
change, disorientation, and displacement as it attempts to 
transition from one stage to the next. By being volatile and 
vulnerable, it also reminds the viewer of the deceptive 
quiet of the background.

Perpetual Layers adumbrates a constant quest for harmony 
within and without ourselves and it acts as a signal that the 
very forces which disband us or bind us are the ones that 
help us unravel what we are.

 



Perpetual Layers XIV (diptych), gouache, chine colle on wasli, 107 x 152 cm, 2016







Artist’s Statement 
 

"The practice of surface making and material exploration 

leads me onto the path, where I search for meaning and 

expression. Through this journey comes the understand-

ing of a multitude of directions that guide in the resolving 

of ideas, beliefs, origin, creed and a haunting childhood. It 

brings clarity to the loss of things cherished, starting 

afresh, the comfort of sharing and the ugliness of disassoci-

ation. 

This process, the most integral part of my work constructs 

my ideas into images, for me, it is an act of meditation. 

The viewer must find interpretation of his own, he is a free 

thinker and must intertwine his consciousness, with what 

I put before him." 
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