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Tale as old as time
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Running the circus from the monkey cage, gouache on paper, 76 x 56 cm, 2016



Money, and fairy tales, make the  
world go round

Muniza Agha-Fawad interviews Shanzay Subzwari 

Having followed your work, I find that while a lot of 
artists present their opinions and offer their commen-
tary on social issues, your work seems to instead 
present open-ended questions. It's as if you leave it to 
your audience to grapple with these things. Why? 

I feel that my work is a commentary on social issues. 
However, I agree - I pose many questions via my work, and 
do leave most of them open-ended. I prefer to ask questions 
and make the audience ponder, rather than state things in 
black and white, because I know there is no such thing as 
black and white; there are varying shades of grey, and 
that’s what life is about. I also pose questions via my work 
because I do not have all the answers myself. Hence, I want 
my audience to formulate their own opinions, and even 
interpretations, of what they see.

Currency notes, images of royalty, and the obvious 
portrayals of Mughal-era characters allude to miniature 
art. What is it about this art form that appeals to you? 
Why not express with another style of painting? 

Through my years of artistic education, I have explored a 
variety of mediums and styles, including a ‘loose’ style of 
painting in oils and acrylics. However, having received 
brief training in Mughal miniature painting, I feel this style 
resonates with me the most. While I try to keep the 
intricacy of this style of painting intact in my work, I now 
experiment with mixed media, which includes inks, 
coloured pencils, graphite, and pens. Yet, I would still call 
my work a derivation of miniature painting, because I try 
to keep the ‘sensibility’ of that work-process intact.

I feel the delicacy that the portraits and elements of 
currency notes demand are best brought out through this 
detailed style of painting. In fact, the borders and elements 
I see in many currency notes (especially the vintage ones) 
echo the meticulous borders of Mughal miniature works, as     



A prize for rotten judgement, gouache and pencil on digital print, 20 x 46 cm, 2016

We are all mad here, gouache and pencil on digital print, 20 x 46 cm, 2016



How do you run from what’s inside your head, mixed media on paper, 56 x150 cm, 2016





Life’s full of tough choices, isn’t it, mixed media on digital print, 46 x 104 cm, 2016

designing of most currencies is done using the principles of 

miniature painting.

There is also an interesting juxtaposition that I play with; 

miniature paintings commissioned by emperors meant 

that these works were rare and unseen by most, currency 

notes, on the other hand, are incredibly common and 

widely circulated among the common man. There is still 

this similarity: currency notes provide ‘portraits’ of rulers, 

and present a record by representing significant attain-

ments of the nations, therefore, like miniature paintings, 

currency notes carry their own stories. 



A select few political leaders, revolutionaries, founding 

fathers, presidents, kings and queens frequently appear 

in your works. What is it that compels you to portray 

them, as opposed to other leaders, like Putin or Ayub 

Khan?

All political leaders and symbols present in my works are 

appropriated directly from currency notes; hence, while I 

would love to portray other world leaders, my choice 

automatically becomes limited. While this has been a 

conscious decision for now, it may change later. 



Characters and motifs from Alice in Wonderland, Alad-

din, The Little Mermaid, and I believe even Dr. Seuss 

appear in this series. I assume these stories and the 

imagery of these fairy tales are from your childhood, but 

what place do they have besides real-life, global leaders 

and politicians? 

All of the new symbols introduced in my work are 

extracted from Disney’s animated films. These symbols, 

along with imagery derived from currency notes and 

Mughal miniature paintings, are incorporated to denote 

certain ideas. Why Disney? Well, I feel these films are indis-

pensable to our childhood memories; they have played 

their part in forming our opinions and desires, and even, to 

a certain extent, our expectations from life. Who doesn’t 

want a fairy-tale ending? I feel Disney provides a supple-

mentary viewpoint to the aspect of manipulation of 

thoughts and mind-sets that I aim to bring out in my work, 

and this phenomenon begins in our childhood.

By attaching Disney’s symbols to my work, I create a 

light-hearted, playful feel that people can connect with, and 

draw parallels that  speak of bigger issues. Not only is 

Disney one of the oldest mass media and entertainment 

conglomerates (over 90 years old), its worldwide influence 

is massive, from films, to theme parks, to television shows 

to merchandise; who can deny its direct relationship with 

consumption, consumerism and money, and therefore 

currency?

I also find other similarities between the imagery of a 

Disney animated film and the imagery on money. Disney 

films often help us create illusory beliefs and reinforce 

stereotypes just as many political leaders and govern-

ments carry out propaganda. Interestingly, like many 



Where they live, gouache on paper, 76  x 56 cm, 2016



A price to pay, someday, mixed media on digital print, 6 x 9 cm, 2016

I’m history! No I’m mythology! I don’t care what I am, I’m free!, mixed media on digital print , 8 x 14 cm, 2016

All our dreams can come true, mixed media on print, 7 x 12 cm, 2016



From way up here, it’s crystal clear, mixed media on digital print, 8 x 15 cm, 2016

Oh dear, what an awkward situation, mixed media on digital print, 6 x 14 cm, 2016

Poor unfortuate souls, mixed media on print, 8 x 15 cm, 2016



currency notes, Disney films are known to carry hidden 

symbols and meanings. 

Also, both currency notes and Disney films often contain 

mythical and historical imagery and references, and are a 

source of, or a means to attaining, entertainment for 

millions. I feel both also point to a greater world scheme 

where large-scale deception is taking place; Walt Disney 

has been accused of being part of the Illuminati, while it is 

believed that some currency notes, such as the US dollar, 

have Freemason and Illuminati symbolism hidden on 

them, or are in plain sight. 

However, I would like to state that while the aforemen-

tioned statements are mostly parallels I have drawn, I do 

not wish to impose my opinions on the viewer. It would be 

quite ironic if my work, which aims to draw attention to 

the manipulation of thoughts and ideas, were to then 

inadvertently do exactly that!

Money, money, money. In a post-Panama Papers world; 

in a country whose currency is continuously devalued; 

at time when monied interests control governments - 

what is it that you are telling us about money? 

I not only talk about money, but currency as well. By 

currency, I mean the physical notes that we use as 

monetary instruments, as a means to purchase things 

and/or compensate for services obtained.

Currency notes symbolise not only the purchasing power of 

money, but also symbolise political leaders and their power 

in general. Moreover, I often aim to pay attention to the 

design of the note itself, evaluate the symbols present and 

think about what they connote. 



I’m gonna tell God everything, mixed media on paper, 76 x 101 cm, 2016

Consumerism has long been an interest of mine, and I 

suppose, it is all interconnected. I have often talked about 

Edward Bernays, the nephew of Sigmund Freud, who 

played a major role in attaching peoples ‘emotions’ to prod-

ucts and his role in helping create a materialistic society. I 

suppose I would want my work to make people think about 

the numerous ways in which material choices are manipu-

lated by the media, and also about the larger picture of how 

major world decisions are made based on this. While most 

people are at one level or another aware of the above 

already, I hope looking at my work would at least make 

them see their consumerist activities in a different light.



Making a Man out of a Starry-Eyed 
Millennial

Heba Hashmi

(attempts to hold together some semblance of a straight 

face and peers at the screen over hypothetical half-moon 

spectacles) 

Wait! Give me the line again (snaps fingers) QUICK! While 

it’s fresh in my mind!

(attempts, again, to cloud herself in a miasma of academic 

perfume and say something remotely intelligent about 

these stunning images in her inbox)

Okay STOP. Stop. This is ridiculous. Hello everyone, I am 

one of Shanzay Subzwari’s best friends and I am NOT an art 

critic, but like her and most of you reading this, I am a 

self-appointed voice of our lovely Generation Y. And while it 

may peeve you that the next couple of pages are unfortu-

nately not going to be the bloated and supercilious analysis 

of this art exhibition you may have been expecting, I would 

suggest you do that hard work yourself, and buckle up 

instead for a lot of smiles, eureka moments, and a bumpy 

ride down memory lane.

Shanzay and I belong to the rare and enviable clique in 

human history called Those 90s Kids; products of post-war 

nervousness and parents of new-age terrorism. Our child-

hood coincided with this accidental window of idyllic bliss 

in which we were fed a steady diet of cryptic nursery 

rhymes, unlimited animated musicals, and chaste, single-sex 

bands who could blush furiously on demand while crooning 

about their first love in A-minor. You know the world was a 

bit unnaturally cloying when the closest we came to an 

apocalypse was the turn of the millennium. Shanzay’s 

work has almost always been centred on illusion and 

deception; examining, in retrospect, the smokescreen of 



My dinner is still in the woods, gouache on paper, 76 x 56 cm, 2016



Rizq-e-Halal Ain Ibadat Hai, gouache on paper, 50 x 101 cm, 2016





The seaweed is always greener in somebody else’s lake, gouache on digital print, 46 x 104 cm, 2016

rainbows and unicorns we were raised behind, it’s not 

very hard to see why. 

It can actually be quite amusing to see a band of 

twenty-somethings – who grew up on life advice coming 

almost exclusively from grown men dressed as giant 

birds or purple dinosaurs – attempt to navigate adult-

hood by relying on Buzzfeedesque listicles titled ‘These 

Grown-Up Disney Princesses Have Some Solid Life 

Advice For Their Young Selves’ or ‘What It’s Like To Be 

In College, As Told By Our Favorite Disney Characters’ 

or indeed ‘10 Real-Life Ways to Recreate a Disney Movie 

Date’. It is therefore unsurprising that we frame 

the now-far-more-complicated-and-scary world in 

idealism – categorising issues desperately in binaries 

of Good and Evil, waiting for a semi-mythical crea-

ture to solve our problems with the swish-and-flick 

of a wand. As we are slowly beginning to recognise 

that this, however, is not how the world works, we 

let our tears streak our face paint, but the stubborn 



The art of the next best, gouache and pencil on digital print, 20 x 46 cm, 2016

stain of hope. 

But alas, we must grow up. The world has taken too harsh 

a turn for us to stay hidden away in our castles and wood-

land cottages. I see my absurdly talented friend’s work less 

as social commentary and more as a step-by-step guide to 

coming of age.  

Shanzay’s Guide to Making a Man out of a Starry-Eyed 

Millennial

Step 1: Frame the fairytale 

Even Disneyland has an entrance ticket, so the fact that 

the world runs on money is never a rude shock to even the 

most naive of systems. Thus the artist’s (wipes away tear 

of pride) use of the actual currency note as the set for 

making sense of the Real World is extremely effective; all 



It’s always tea time, mixed media on paper, 147 x 99 cm, 2016



fantastical explorations of the mythical world within 

the note, gilded with Disney idealism and vapid-looking 

heads of state, are firmly anchored in the ‘frame’ of 

reality and materialism. She spins this impressive yarn 

around the notion that The seaweed is always greener in 

somebody else’s lake or, in this case, within the idyllic 

world of the note – a realm between fantasy and reality 

where the problems of the Real World fade into nothing.

 

The faceless Machiavellian Man of this Real World 

makes his destructive appearance as a Mughal minia-

ture, carrying the literal weight of politics and warfare 

on his less-than-able shoulders. The contrast between 

Man and the animated fantastical elements of the note 

has been so poignantly thought out and executed with 

such finesse, that the interaction between the two 

worlds creates a powerful yet aesthetically harmonious 

image. 

The emotional currency of any Disney film is Good and 

Evil, but the juxtaposition of Disney symbolism with 

Real World problems creates the perfect ambiguous 

backdrop for an education in reality. 

Step 2: Shatter the Illusion

None of us truly understood what the Genie’s Big Words 

like ‘provisos’ or ‘quid pro quos’ actually meant until we 

stumbled into adulthood. I can’t bring anyone back from the 

dead was just another slimy green Peter Lorre imperson-

ation. Life’s full of tough choices, isn’t it? was just Ursula’s 

menacing question before she granted Ariel legs. A prize for 

rotten judgement was just a sarcastic reflection of Megara’s 

unfortunate romantic choices before Hercules. But like 

cracks in rose-tinted glasses, these works reveal the bitter 

truth that money cannot buy back human life lost, and 

cannot reverse the results of bad choices – personal or 

political. 



We’ll always be friends forever, won’t we (diptych), mixed media on digital print, 9 x 14 cm (each), 2016

Despite the contrast and differences between Man 

and the fantasy of the note, we get the impression that 

Man still has agency in his reality; the imagery of 

currency portraits as budding roses in Running the 

circus from the monkey cage, the orchestrated hero 

worship in We’re all mad here and the resigned disdain 

of A prize for rotten judgement suggests that we must 

sleep in the beds we have made for ourselves, and live 

with the incarcerating consequences of the power we 

have given money. 

The smokescreen begins to fade as paranoia and 

judgement seep into this established frame, most 

notably in I’m gonna tell God everything and Rizq-e-Halal 

Ain Ibadat Hai, where suddenly the portraits of 

currency notes are given presence reminiscent of the 

omnipresent Big Brother. Machiavellian Man is now 

falling prey to the towering power structures, idols 

and materialism he has carefully constructed around 

himself, and the terror feels incredibly real.



Step 3: Build yourself a Whole New World 

Luckily, we get a glimpse of where the dust settles after this 

coming-of-age apocalypse, and this new perspective grows 

out of the shadow of the Partition of the Indian Subconti-

nent towards the sun of hope. Frightened at the terrifying 

consequences of nationalism that had cost millions of lives 

in the twentieth century, post-war cinema wove an ideal 

animated world that was centred around loving human 

relationships, which naturally shaped the core values of all 

those children who grew up on such idealism. The potent 

tension that every millennial child in India and Pakistan 

feels between rooting for their nation and rooting for 

that-kid-across-the-border-who-looks-just-like-me has 

been articulated so perfectly in We’ll always be friends 

forever, won’t we? that it makes me weep; the Fox and the 

Hound, enemies in nature but thick as thieves in their 

reality, long to be reunited while staring at each other 

from identical notes from two newborn countries.  



I can’t bring anyone back from the dead, gouache on paper, 76 x 56 cm, 2016



The confusion we feel about Pakistan’s ‘whole new world’ 

(From way up here it’s crystal clear) and its illusory freedom 

(I’m history! No I’m mythology! I don’t care what I am I’m free!) 

stuck within the frame of its currency highlights the bitter-

sweet reality of something so vigorously celebrated on 

either side of the border. Finally, Maleficent’s invasion of 

the Quaid’s house in Ziarat does, in fact, present an 

extremely awkward situation, in which despite toting our 

freedom for 69 years, we are still not out of the water. 

The world is bleak, and begrudgingly accepting it has made men 

out of us millennials. Now it’s time to pick up the rose-tinted 

shards of glass, and make a new mosaic out of a reality better 

understood but not entirely set in stone.  

  

Tale as old as time, mixed media on print, 8 x 12 cm, 2016





Artist’s Statement

I have always been interested in the 
aspect of deception, and the 
various nuances it presents itself 
in, whether in large-scale worldly 
matters or on an individual level. I 
find the term, ‘what you see is not 
what you get’ to be very apt. 
Unknown parties, whether political 
or economy-based, make major 
world-decisions, and what is fed to 
us by the media is most often 
tailored and tweaked to satisfy 
personal motives. 

My current body of work stems from currency notes: 
pieces of paper used so very often that they are typically 
overlooked, yet held dear for their purchasing power, and 
are representations of money as a symbol of supremacy 
and control. The diverse coloured roses in my pieces are 
representations of passionate love, beauty and happiness, 
and, paradoxically, fragility and false promises. This makes 
us question: are we viewing this world through ‘rose-
coloured glasses’? 

In my works, the overlapped or dual images of political 
figures extracted from notes are tools that denote the 
multiplicity and layers attached to situations, where 
reality, or the ‘truth’ lies hidden. As of late, the incorpora-
tion of Disney symbols in my currency-based works (as 
metaphors for certain ideas) is an extension of my 
concerns, and provides a supplementary viewpoint to the 
aspect of manipulation of thoughts and mind-sets. Also, 
Disney, (being the world's second largest media conglomer-
ate in terms of revenue, and one of the earliest to create 
animated feature-length films, branching out to live-action 
film production, television, and theme parks that continue 
to influence millions), is directly linked with promulgating 
consumerism and consumption, involving the use of 
currency on a massive scale.

Shanzay Subzwari graduated from Indus Valley School of Art and 

Architecture, Karachi in 2014 with a distinction in dissertation. 
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