Shazia’s

MINIATURE

by Salima Hashmi

Shazia trained as a miniaturist
at National College of Arts, |
Lahore, and pavedaway for =
contemporizing miniatures |
through skilful use of |
traditional materials and |
techniques. B 1

rpiece.

ikander’s Miniature Maste:

i

S

azia

The “Scroll” - Sh,

108




It is a difficult matter to de-
scribe the visual traditions of the
Indo-Pak subcontinent. The sheer
complexity of the region, the geo-
graphical and topographical diver-
sity, religious variants, regional and
linguistic multiplicity, rural, provin-
cial, imperial court traditions, make
any simplistic over-view an impos-
sible task. The contemporary
painter, trying to make contact with
tradition often falls into the trap of
reducing such a varied tradition to
stylistic simplifications or manner-
isms. Modern painters who con-
sciously choose a highly traditional
genre such as the sub-continental
miniature are faced with an even
greater challenge. How to make a
highly stylised method of image-
making and expression, relevant to
the contemporary idiom?

The National College of Arts
inLahore,amodernartschool which
trains also miniature painters, has
had distinguished miniaturists like
Haji Sharif and Sheikh Shujaullah
as its faculty in the past. However,
the debate as to whether the mod-
ern miniaturists should restrictthem-
selves to copying old masters or
instead try to arrive at a modern
idiom has been raging for over two
decades. ' This year the Graduate
Exhibition of a final year student,
Shazia Sikander seemed to pave
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the way for contemporarizing the
miniature in a convincing way.. Her
show gave ample evidence of her
superb handling of traditional skills,
with miniatures done in allthe major
‘styles’; the Persian, the Moghul,
Deccani, Pahani and the Rajput.
But Shazia’s copies were depar-
tures from the usual mode of work-
ing; she re-composed her own paint-
ings, borrowing freely from several
works atatime. Her ‘Persian’ paint-
ing was her own which retained all
the conventions of the original pe-
riod and style. Her exhibition in-
cluded ‘siah-galam’s, semi-coloured
paintings, as well as fully gilded
works with profusely decorated bor-
ders.

Her major work was her the-
sis painting, simply entitled “Scroll”,
a 12 inch wide, 5 foot long, mini-
ature painted on the traditional
‘wash’. Inspired from the Bengali
folk-scroll (Patua) the paintingis an
auto-biographical portrayal of her
own house. The enfolding of the
narrative, which began as a self-

‘portrait and then proceeds to be-

come a delicate blend of fact and

fantasy is a real tour-de-force. .

Shazia is easily identified in the
painting as a mysterious figure in
white, both an onlooker and a par-
ticipant in the emerging architec-
tural spaces. She intelligently in-
corporates conventions from the
Persian and the Moghul and then
defiesthemin hertreatment of form
and surface. In parts the painting is
highly finished (padakht) andin other

areas left deliberately diaphonous
and underpainted. Shazia also
worked simultaneously onasmaller
scroll, which incorporated layers of
tree-bark as collage, tinted with tea-
water and worked on with acrylic.
This accompanying painting both
dainty and humorous comple-
mented its more formal sister scroll
through its exploration of uncon-
ventional media. Shazia is very
articulate about her motivations to
train as a traditional painter. She
feltthe needto channelize hercrea-
tive energies in a substantial aes-
thetic framework, and felt that train-
ing as a miniaturist would provide
crucial skills and a familiarity with
traditional materials and techniques.
The process taught her both pa-
tience and a respect for tradition.
However, she often found the con-
ventions inhibiting and surpressed
her spontanaeity and need to inno-
vate.

The modern painterin Shazia
led herto analyse the miniature and
to really ‘see’ it in ways that other’s
don’t. “People are bedazzled by
the sheer skill and technique, and
don’t see how it's put together”,
says the artist. Looking at the ar-
rangement of spaces within the
miniature format, playing around
with 2-dimensional and 3-dimen-
sional devices, setting up contra-
dictions, developing an individual
palette have been some of Shazia’s
artisticchallenges. Shazia has also
dabbled in calligraphy, not in a for-
mal way, but for the sheer pleasure
of handling the kalam and
making it a vehicle for cre-
ating textire and pattern.
She has mixed screen-
printing with qalamonwasli
and has created “mixed-
media” miniatures to the
consternation of the pur-
ists and the delight of the
contemporary audience!

Shazia
Sikander's work implies
that sentimental revivalism
need not be the raison
d’etre of the miniature, to
the contrary, it can be a
means of innovating, re-
interpreting andtransform-
ing the past @
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