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ENERGY IS ETERNAL DELIGHT: 
ABDUL JABBAR GULL AT SANAT 
GALLERY
                                                  
                                                 Marjorie Husain

Abdul Jabbar Gull is a practicing sculptor who 
has made great inroads in this hitherto 
neglected discipline of sculpture. He works in a 
diversity of media exploring techniques in the 
search for an appropriate presentation of his 
ideas. The spiritual source of the work is the 
timeless form that gives aesthetic relativity to 
the artistic expression. In his search to create 
an individual creative language, Gull draws 
upon his own experience of life and art discov-
ered through interaction, introspection and 
time. Visitors may find him busy in his work-
shop filled with tools and objects, or in his 
spacious studio, where one discovers impres-
sive paintings from his early years at National 
College of Arts Lahore. Finished sculpted 
pieces are there, some with tinted suggestions 
of colour, and several designed with parts to be 
moved around, changing the artwork with 
surprising results. 

Preparing for an exhibition of work completed 
this year and intended for an exhibition at the 
Sanat Gallery, one found his signature theme, 
the “Ordinary Souls”, depicted in a setting of 
bold, interacting colour. There is movement 
and swirling strokes with a linear suggestion of 
text. Pointing to the work, Gull commented: 
‘There is a human figure which is not a 
human figure, there is text that cannot be 
read’ suggesting the existence of us between 
being something and nothing. Gull’s paintings 
begin a dialogue with the viewer, concerned 
with the belief that there must be faith and 
hope as well as anxiety in the ordinary man’s 
life. 

Working with layered brush strokes, Gull 
delves into symbols of historic cultures; the 
Swastika, the Cross and the Un-deciphered 
Script. One discovers butterflies and images 
that work as aesthetic references to ancient 
cultures of East and West; potent emblems 
taking the artist’s concepts into a universal 
sphere. Viewing Gull’s work one recalls that he 
initially spent three years as a student of 
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Self Absorption III, oil on canvas, 30 x 61 cm, 2015



Ordinary Souls II, oil on canvas, 61 x 107 cm, 2015
Facing page: Ordinary Souls II (detail)

design, including ceramics, photography and 
printmaking before realizing his vocation was 
sculpture. He consequently re-joined the 
college for a further four years majoring in his 
chosen discipline. Referring to these years of 
training, Gull maintains a sense of design that 
is a powerful aspect of his vocation, as one 
perceives in a metal mural he created for the 
SBP Museum, Karachi composed of coin 
designs dating from 1947 onwards.

Gull’s studio contains sensitive portraits and 
drawings as well as exciting three dimensional 
works. It is obvious that there are no limita-
tions to his creative ability.  

A series of fourteen recently worked paintings 
emerged from the artist’s enjoyment of manip-
ulating brushes and a “palette filled with 
colour”.  In the paintings there is a suggestion 
of script worked freely amid layers of abstract 
and surrealist gestures that reverberate with 
energy. The transparency of “Winged 
Thoughts” appears as tokens of the fragility 

and the endurance of the “Ordinary”.

Reserved for exhibition were six sculpted 
artworks and among them stood a strong form 
carved from smoked Sheesham wood that 
endowed the artwork with a beautiful patina 
inviting the viewer’s touch.  Intricate carved 
and sculpted pieces titled: “Games”, were 
composed of sections that may be moved, 
composed of wood, metal and painted seals of 
historic sites. The work addresses and extends 
the range and development of a unique aesthet-
ic philosophy. Gull is a sculptor who works 
alone enjoying each process of every stage of 
the art to the finished product.

The artist’s first solo exhibition was held in 
Karachi in 2000, and the tall, smooth forms 
carved from the wood of the Sheesham tree, 
heralded the debut of a formidable young sculp-
tor. In 2002 Gull was invited to join a three 
months residency at the workshop in Johan-
nesburg known as the ‘Bag Factory’. The exten-
sive experience brought the sculptor from 



Pakistan in contact with artists from all strata 
of society as he carved new pieces, conducted 
workshops and shared ideas with other artists. 
Gull related that the experience of Africa had 
changed his outlook and view of life.

A second solo exhibition of his work followed in 
2003 in Karachi, and that year, he received an 
Award of Excellence from the Pakistan Nation-
al Council of the Arts at the 8th National Visual 
Arts Exhibition held in Lahore. In 2011 Abdul 
Jabbar Gull was chosen to represent Pakistan 
at a symposium held in South Korea, where 
working alongside sculptors from ten coun-
tries, he carved two large scaled forms from the 
granite stone of the Boryeong Mountains, 
permanent artworks for the Gaehwa Art Park.

Attending rural working symposiums in Spain 
in 2014/2015, Gull has travelled throughout 
Europe extensively to view the world and the 
magnificence of historic artworks. Currently 
he is associated with the recently opened art 
gallery in Dubai, namely Studio Seven Art 

Gallery.

Returning to the present exhibition in which 
colour creates a contemporary background to 
areas incorporating a simulated script, the 
ethos of sculpture is ever present in the ‘Ordi-
nary Man’ symbol. The intimate fusing of 
elements addresses a journey of self discovery; 
in every aspect of his life, Abdul Jabbar Gull 
appears to live the words of William Word-
sworth - the poet who declared: Energy is 
Eternal Delight. 
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Self Absorption V, oil on canvas, 46 x 107 cm, 2015



Self Absorption VI, oil on canvas, 76 x 30 cm, 2015

FLEETING THOUGHTS AND THE 
ESSENCE OF AN AGE

Amra Ali

Abdul Jabbar Gull’s ‘Ordinary Souls’ are by all 
means extraordinary. Since 1996, the sculptor 
has been pursuing these as subject, as object 
and as metaphor to articulate his vision and 
sense of self.  Gull carved his earliest three 
dimensional pieces from a single flat piece of 
wood and was fascinated by the figures that 
emerged. The self realization that thus began 
and continues till today has been an enquiry 
contemplating essential questions of the 
human search. The narrative of form unfolds 
the expression on self, class, family, society 
and a sustained discourse on the nature of time 
as it negotiates with the fast pace and uncer-
tainty of our age. In this particular show titled 
‘Ordinary Souls’, Gull’s work consists predomi-
nantly of painted canvases, through which the 
sculptor extends a wider discourse on his 
subject. He articulates pathways whose glimps-
es we have seen in his sculptural work. The 
sculptural presence exists, but recedes to allow 
other frames of reference.

An artist’s doodle, sketchbook ideas and 
preliminary studies are very relevant signifi-
ers of expression. Aritsts’ books have been 
exhibited as objects of art and desire, as have 
portfolios. There is fluidity when the artist is 
not bound by medium, regardless of his or her 
primary medium; for it can become a crutch. 
The detours are often pathways that enrich 
and support as well as extend the scope and 
readings and nurture the primary concern, as 
it does in the case of Gull’s narrative.

Having said this, one is aware that Gull’s 
relationship to wood especially Sheesham or 
Teak is firmly anchored, extensively explored, 
and has endured the test of time. His archaic 
figures often seemed like a family unit, 
appeared as guardians, and custodians of their 
own legacy manifested in wood, metal and 
stone. His larger than life size ‘Ordinary Souls’, 
in granite, have been standing tall at the sculp-
ture park of the Mosan Museum in South Korea 
since 2011. Removed from their natural 
location, they represent a universal person, its 
body and imagination, in one form.  For many 
reasons, Shahid Sajjad single handedly carried 
the mantle of wood and metal sculpting, 
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liberated form and brought it within a modern-
ist expression. Like Sajjad, sculptors like Gull 
have had to work in considerable isolation as 
far as the wood medium is concerned. This 
subtext is significant to his approach, and its 
contextual reading.

Gull’s figurative has remained consistently 
dark and heavy, as if it was born of the ground 
it stood on. The connections to the ground 
throughout the work could represent a much 
deeper connection to place and history.  One 
saw in his much earlier work ‘Kaa’ba’, more 
than three hundred wooden figures placed 
around a cube made of glass. Each elicited a 
physical reality but at the same time, the 
figures with their eyes closed depicted a 
spiritual yearning. Thus, the object existed 
outside of itself. The space directed the artist 
and the viewer to the center, the square, but 
metaphorically that center was also seen to 
located be within the figure; the inner core, in 
the soul it represented. Throughout the artist’s 
work and in the current body of work, the 
relationships of the circle and square emerge in 

different forms. If we remove the sculptural 
figures from their base, that wooden base is but a 
grid of squares. It could represent a structure on 
which the artist rests his figures. He insists that 
the viewer become a participant and change the 
order of the placement of the figures and carved 
symbols of flowers etc. 

In the current show, the sculptor revels in the 
mysteries of the two dimensional surface which 
open many windows of reference. For one, the 
contrast between the faces drawn in graphite 
against a brightly painted background alludes to 
more than one reality. The figure and ground are 
part of the same composition and yet separate. 
Medium plays an important role in this division. 
Could this also represent the artist who articu-
lates his own distancing or separation from his 
milieu, as well as critique the hierarchies of 
class? In earlier work, a large body of figures 
have been sculpted, drawn and /or painted with 
their eyes shut. The dialogue of the inner world is 
manifested through a physical reality in which 
the figures have open eyes, as is in the new paint-
ings. The relationship between the inner and 
outer enfolds a more complex connection of an 
in-between state, where the self exists in the 

Game I, wood and metal,  48 x 71 x 28 cm, 2015
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present and yet exists outside it. There is also an 
obvious conversation between the artist’s earlier 
work and the new. The transition from the 
earthy browns to a full orchestra of colour. In the 
recent past, Gull had begun to add a metallic blue 
and green that would make the wood glow. It 
seems that he has now entered that green and 
blue space, a private garden. 

As I speak to him about his work, I get a sense 
that the main essence of his trajectory could be a 
commentary on the nature of time. The physical-
ity of the sculptural work or the two dimensional 
painting is but a physical reflection of that 
pursuit. This humble approach towards his  
creation, or any creation, or the awareness of the 
vulnerability of it, or even of its insignificance is 
an acceptance of a bigger order, where the notion 
of time does not exist as we know it. The purity of 
that knowledge is enough, says the artist. In one 
of the works, a blue environment contains a male 
and female figure in a pictorial space. The canvas 
is divided into two parts, also two realities. The 
figures are bathed in a most mysterious light; in 
fact, the light dawns on the figures as we look at 
the work. We are aware that the source of a silver 
light is not from the outside, but is contained 
within. One can go into associations with the 
concept of ‘Noor’ or ethereal light here. Time 
seems to stand still in this work, as if the artist is 
mesmerized by this particular moment. That 
moment can be time as we experience it in our 
lives, or many ages that pass in a fleeting 
moment. Of course, more references could be 
made to Gull’s own sense of space, and his desire 
to discover a very still place and state of mind. It 
reveals itself at its own pace, as the viewer and 
the artist wait in anticipation, unable to change 
things. 

In the paintings in this show, the ‘Ordinary Souls’ 
are drawn with eyes opened. They do not neces-
sarily represent a family unit. Rather, the male 
and female could be characteristics of the artist, 
he says. These are the yin and the yang. The 
butterfly could be a thought, linked to his earlier 
‘Winged Thoughts’ in metal (2006).  The move-
ments in the compositions follow linearity 
similar to the ‘Winged Thoughts’ from his work of 
2006. The metallic wings transform to golden 
rays painted around the face and head of a figure 
in a painting in the current show. These linear 
elements weave the story of form, and in this 
case, seem to take the figure in a gothic setting. 
The reference is towards a universal source of 
harmony, as the artist has critiqued on the 
goodness preached in all ages across borders. 

Ordinary Soul, wood and metal, height 122 cm, 2015



Gull processes his ‘Ordinary Soul’ through a 
link to history and world religions, and like the 
stoic figure, he is oblivious to current trends. 
He articulates an alternate route which is a 
gesture to escape, to re-discover the source, to 
re-address the structure on which his form can 
sustain itself.
  
As a footnote, one may add that these paintings 
are the readings of a cultural cartographer. 
There is a somber mood in Gull’s paintings that 
look back to the 70s and 80s. The source of 
light in the colourful fragmented forms seems 
to connect to the light in the paintings of 
Ahmad Parvez. These kinds of connections 
happen unannounced and possibly signify the 
relationships to ones social environment, to its 
light. Of another time and yet of our times, 
these paintings offer a reflection of Gull’s own 
reality and the many worlds that exist in it. 
They are extraordinary because they reflect 
the ordinary.
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Few words from the artist
I cannot say exactly when or where I first 
began to realize that ‘art’ would become my 
vocation. Growing up in Mirpurkhas, a remote 
area in Pakistan that does not have any 
conventional art activities associated with 
larger towns, I remember on my way to school 
seeing a sign painter that used to do calligra-
phy and make portraits. Watching him at work 
motivated me to attempt calligraphy and make 
sketches on my school books. Later, as an art 
student at National College of Arts Lahore, I 
explored the various disciplines.

In sculpture I found what I had been searching 
for all along. It helped me develop my senses 
and increased my awareness towards the 
world around me. I learnt to see and feel my 
surroundings in an entirely new way. I found 
my passion.

The human form for me is the most important 
phenomenon of the universe. It is a major source 
of inspiration in my work. Additive processes like 
modeling and subtractive processes like carving 
behave in very different ways. I enjoy working in 
both mediums to reveal varied forms.

Artist’s statement
For me the main sources of inspiration are 
humanity, spiritual belief, politics and human 
beings, especially ordinary people. I call them 
‘Ordinary Souls' and I am one of them so I 
endeavour to express their common suffer-
ings, grief, and relationships on individual and 
collective levels. Exploring different religions, 
I tried to understand spirituality and ’Sufism’. 
In politics, I have tried to address local and 
global issues and the forces who manipulate 
our lives.

I believe that we all live in two worlds ‘physical’ 
and ‘spiritual’. To interact with physical world 
we keep our eyes open and talk, but to interact 
with spiritual or inner world we keep our eyes 
shut and keep silent. My work is all about what 
I see, feel and experience in both these worlds.

But the more I try to explore the mysterious 
link of the corporeal world to the ethereal 
world, the more my thoughts fly on delicate 
wings of imagination. Searching for answers, I 
am confronted with ever deeper, unresolved 
questions. Translated into the focus of my 
subject as three dimensional, winged forms, I 



Self Absorption X, oil on canvas, 117 x 20 cm, 2015

endeavour to discipline my thoughts and 
create order by juxtaposing them with the 
‘Takhti’, a symbol of awareness. Still my 
thoughts fly hither and thither, leading me into 
unknown dimensions, ever teasing, ever 
intriguing. 
  
I find wood and metal to be sympathetic medi-
ums; they help me to enhance my quest and 
continue it. My carvings in wood set out to 
explore numerous questions arising from the 
changing circumstances of my life. I have no 
conclusions, so my work speaks of the myster-
ies and ambiguities faced in this process.

Biography
Abdul Jabbar Gull (b. 1969, Mirpurkhas, 
Pakistan) studied design including ceramics, 
photography and print making (1990-1992) at 
National College of Arts Lahore, Pakistan and 
then obtained a BFA (1993-1996) in sculpture 
from National College of Arts Lahore, Pakistan.  
In addition to exhibiting widely across 
Pakistan and abroad, Gull’s achievements 
include participation in “Wool Symposium” in 
Spain (2013) and International Stone Sculp-
ture Symposium, Mosan Museum, Korea 
(2011).  Gull was also awarded the National 
Excellence Award for sculpture by Pakistan 
National Council of Arts in 2003 and he found-
ed and became the core committee member of 
‘Pursukoon Karachi”.  He is currently associat-
ed with Studio Seven Art Gallery, Dubai and 
Karachi as Director.  

.   
                                               



Sep 2015 “Ordinary Souls” – solo show  
  of paintings and sculptures at  
  Sanat Gallery, Karachi

Sep 2014 Solo show of sculptures at  
  Khaas Gallery, Islamabad

Mar 2014 Three persons show with  
  Meher Afroz and R. M.   
  Naeem at Chawkandi Gallery,  
  Karachi

Feb 2012 Solo show of sculptures at  
  Koel Gallery, Karachi

Feb 2012 “Mein” at Koel Gallery,   
  Karachi

Nov 2011 “MAD IN KARACHI” - group  
  show of sculptors of Karachi  
  at ArtChowk Gallery, Karachi

Jun 2011 Group show with 8 interna- 
  tional sculptors at Mosan  
  Museum, Korea

Apr 2011 Solo show of paintings and  
  sculptures at Drawing Room
   Gallery, Lahore

Mar 2011 “Common Threads” - group  
  show of artists from   
  Pakistan, Bangladesh,                                    
  Afghanistan and Iran at   
  Heritage House, Bastakia,  
  Bur Dubai

Feb 2011 Solo show of paintings at  
  Khaas Gallery, Islamabad

Sep 2010 Solo show of paintings at  
  Canvas Gallery, Karachi

Jun 2010 “On the brink” - group show  
  at Fost Gallery, Singapore

Jan 2010 "Trialogue" - three persons  
  show at  Khas Gallery,  
  Islamabad

Oct 2009 Solo show of sculptures at 
  Gandhara-art Space, Kara 
  chi

Apr 2009 “Kuch To Kaho” - group show  
  at Koel Gallery, Karachi

Mar 2009 Two Persons show at Modula  
    Conceptio, Dubai

Mar 2009 “Staring the Artist” at IVS  
  Gallery, Karachi

Nov 2008 Solo show of drawings and  
  paintings and sculptures at  
  Nomad Gallery, Islamabad

Oct 2008 Solo show of drawings and  
  paintings at Canvas Gallery,  
  Karachi

Mar 2008 “Lets Draw the Line” at   
  Chawkandi Art Gallery,   
  Karachi

Jan 2008 Inaugural group show at   
  Artscene Galleries, Karachi

Dec 2006 Solo show of paintings and  
  sculptures at Commune   
  Artist Colony, Karachi

Apr 2006 Solo show of paintings and  
  sculptures at Nomad Gallery,  
  Islamabad

Mar 2006 12th Dhaka International  
   Biennale, Bangladesh

Dec 2005 “The Art of Giving” -  exhibi- 
  tion and auction, London

Dec 2005 VASL Residency Show at VM  
    Gallery, Karachi

Aug 2005 Show of Pakistani art at   
  Malaysia.

Jul 2005 Solo show of sculptures at  
  Canvas Gallery, Karach

Feb 2005 Solo show of paintings and   
  sculptures at Nomad Gallery,  
  Islamabad 

Feb 2005 “Beyond Borders” at NGMA,  
  Bombay

Jan 2005 Solo show of paintings and  
  sculptures at Ejaz Galleries,  
  Lahore

Aug 2004           Solo show of paintings and  
  sculptures at Canvas Gallery,  
  Karachi 

Apr 2003              Solo show of sculptures at  
  Canvas Gallery, Karachi

Jun 2002             Group show at Fordsburg’s  
  Artists Studios, Johannes 
  burg 

Mar 2002            “Urran” - group exhibition at  
  Amin Gulgee Gallery, Karachi

Mar 2001  “Takhti Exhibition” at   
  Gallery Sadequain, Karachi

Nov 2000 “The experimental space” -  
  group show of paintings and  
  sculptures at Karachi Arts  
  Council, Karachi

May 2000  Solo show of sculptures at  
  Canvas Gallery, Karachi

Nov 1996 Group show of sculpture at  
  Lahore Art Gallery, Lahore

Aprt 1996 Group show of sculpture at  
  French Centre, Islamabad

May 1994 Group show of sculpture at  
  Xinhua  Art Gallery, Lahore 
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