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Carol Lutfy reports from New York on Asian Artists to Watch:
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@® What did you hope to achieve by coming to the
U.S.? Have you met your goals?
When | came to the U.S. in 1993, my main motivation
was more getting out of Pakistan than actually going
anywhere in particular. | had been a successful art stu-
dent, but | had hit a lot of walls both personally and in
terms of the development of my work. Art was a thing |
went and did at school for a little while. | couldn’t have
dreamed of being so selfish as to have a studio at home.
Beyond that, there was mounting pressure to get
married. Single women are not taken seriously by
Pakistani society, and getting married would have obvi-
ously meant sacrificing my art. Meanwhile, | can eat,
sleep, and dream my art in the United States. Being here

has given me a certain physical liberty.

@ What is the biggest barrier you have faced as an
artist in the U.S.?

All the hype about multi-culturalism and yet a lack of
multiple discourses.

There’s an irony, of course, that despite the buzz
about Third World artists, when you go deeper, there is no
framework for us. You always have to drag your culture
and your history around with you just so that other people
have the slightest notion of what you're talking about. The
most common question was, ‘Where’s your veil?’

On the other hand, | have to admit that being an ‘ex-
otic’ foreigner has also had its benefits. Everywhere | ap-
plied to graduate school in the Untied States | got ac-
cepted because people were fascinated with miniature
painting.

There wasn'’t a lot of knowledge about it, but there

was a lot of encouragement. The attitude was ‘O.K.

You've come this far. Let’s see what you do with it next.’
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® How has living in the U.S. shaped your work?
Coming to the U.S. has opened me up intellectually. It
has taught me how to think, and through the distance
with my home culture, it has made me more objective
about where | come from and who | am.

| remember the first day of graduate school at the
Rhode Island School of Design when Michael Young, my
professor, asked me as a matter of course why | was
studying there. | was in a total panic because | really did-
n’'t have an answer. Being in school was extremely help-
ful in that way because it channeled my energies and
made me question what | was doing and why | was
there. To me, that kind of intellectual awakening was the

biggest reward for coming to the U.S.

® How, if at all, is your identity as an Asian artist
reflected in your work?

My Asian roots are clearly reflected through the minia-
fure painting format.

But beyond that, | don’t know what is distinctly Asian
about the work. If anything, it's more of an expression of
my identity as a Pakistani woman living in a foreign land
— of someone who is trying to juggle opposing and com-
plex cultural influences. My ongoing efforts to adapt and
personalize the miniature format are a means of working

through and manifesting those struggles.
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hen Shahzia Sikander came to the United States in
W 1993, she was, by her own account, “very focused,
very competitive, very aggressive, and seriously uninformed.”
As a graduate student at the Rhode Island School of Design
(RISD), she had never heard of Eva Hesse, Louise
Bourgeois or Bruce Nauman.

“These were my classmates’ heroes,” she recalls.
“Nobody could believe | didn’t even know their names.”

Sikander, who had studied at the National College of Arts
(NCA) in Lahore, Pakistan had a distinctly different type of
hero: Bashir Ahmed, Salima Hashmi and Naazish Ataullah —
all miniature painters in the Persian and Indian tradition — and
all outspoken innovators.

In fact, for her classmates at the NCA, Sikander was her-
self something of a hero. At 21, she had turned the world of
miniature painting upside down, first by enrolling in a depart-
ment so unpopular it had not attracted a single student for
several years — and then by challenging its existing structure.

She reinvented the scale of miniature paintings, adapting
them to a scroll format; she brazenly showed herself as the

main subject in various unorthodox settings; and she extend-

- ed her narratives beyond the formal decorative border, like

taking an oil painting beyond the frame. Sikander proved that
is was possible to be radical within a traditional framework,
that there can innovation within imitation.

A skillful painter and colorist, she is now enriching her aca-
demic training with tenets of the critical art theory she studied
in the United States. She is adapting time-honored materials,
like vegetable dyes and wasli paper, and hard-learned tech-
niques, like paper burnishing and tea staining, to nourish new
interpretations of her craft. “Cycles and Transitions” (1995), for
example, is delicately painted in vegetable color and watercol-
or on tea-washed wasli paper and adheres in size to the minia-
ture format. But the abstracted, vaguely surreal and symbolic
depiction of her inner conflict and confusion is contemporary
both in style and subject matter.

Though still evolving, Sikander’'s work is gaining high-lev-
el recognition in the U.S. — attracting the notice of Jane
Farver, director of exhibitions at the Queens Museum, Dana
Friis-Hansen, senior curator at the Museum of Contemporary
Art, Houston, and Vishakha Desai, director of the galleries at
the Asia Society. “It's exciting to watch her transform her
paintings into trans-cultural images which mix high and low,
male and female, public and private, and to an increasing de-

gree, East and West,” Friis-Hansen says.
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“Untitled” 1993,
vegetable color, water color, gold wash on wasli, 22.9X35.6cm
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“Apparatus of Power” 1995, vegetable color, dry pigment, water color,
fea on wasli-handmade paper, 25.4X19.1cm
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“Knock Knock, Who's There? Mithilia, Mithilia Who?” 1996,
Installation view of Project Row Houses, Houston TX.
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“Slight and Pleasing Dislocation” 1995,
vegetable color, dry pigment, water color,
tea on wasli-handmade paper, 35.6X19.1cm
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“Fourth Space” 1996, crylic on wall, 330X300cm
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Indeed, after three years in the United States, Sikander, 27,
is in the midst, as she puts it, of “mapping out an identity as
an American artist.”

“Miniature painting required me to suppress my individu-
ality,” she explains “Now the critical issue at hand is finding a
way to express it.”

Sikander’s education at the NCA in Lahore has been both
a tremendous resource and obstacle. Dynamic, talented and
driven, she graduated with five prizes and awards. But her
education, similar to Beaux Art training, was more technical
than critical, more academic than creative. She made the
leap from the architecture department to miniature painting
after receiving encouragement from Robert Skelton, former
curator of the Indian section at the Victoria and Albert
Museum. “It’s ironic that | was inspired by somebody outside
of the system,” she recalls. “My friends and teachers were
telling me, ‘It's going to retard your creativity. It's all about
copying. Don’t do it.”

Indian miniature painting dates back to the Pala Period
(8th-13th century); the earliest known examples are Buddhist
scriptures painted on palm leaves from the 9th century.
Sikander was influenced by the Rajput and Mughal styles,
both of which flourished roughly from the 16th to 19th century.

Though she reinvented both styles with her own vocabu-

lary, the format gave her a useful, finite structure for her
ideas. “Miniature painting is safe,” she says. “l have the secu-
rity of knowing when it’s finished.”
: That explains, in part, why she was completely unpre-
pared for the freedom she encountered at RISD as a first
year graduate student. “When | arrived, | thought that paint-
ing meant stretching a canvas and putting paint on it,” she re-
calls. “l was starved and scattered intellectually. One month |
did photography, the next month sculpture. So many things
were unknown.”

But her education at RISD is her secret weapon in push-
ing her work beyond merely superficial changes. Currently a
CORE Fellow at the Glassell School of Art, Museum of Fine
Arts, Houston, Sikander has adhered to some traditional as-
pects of her craft: She uses hand-made paper which she cov-
ers with wheat glue and copper sulfate. She then takes sev-
eral days to burnish it and stain it with tea. She also makes
some of her own natural colors from beet root, henna and
turmeric, mixing them with dry pigment and chalk. At the
same time, she is trying to devise her own mythology, her

own characters, using loosely drawn shapes — architectural

[#BRICHIzDRIDER]
“Extra Ordinary Realities” 1996, water color, dry pigment, vegetable
color, collage on wasli, 20.3X30cm

forms and human figures which she recreates from memory
“This work is much more vulnerable. It's more spontaneous.
am exploring my own world,” she explains.

As she inches closer to the avant-garde, however, the rig-
or of her formal trading is fading; and Sikander knows tha:
she can only juggle the two worlds for so long. With her wa
painting of a chimerical woman warrior, “Fourin
Space”(1996), for example, she demonstrates a shift in scals
from the eight-inch miniature to a 10-foot mural; from
painstaking detail to a more direct, unguarded expression
from a grounded academic tradition to an ephemeral con-
frontation.

“If | were to go back to Pakistan tomorrow, most peoo=
would say, ‘This is what America does. It makes you wild an=
sloppy. Where is all the refinement of the miniature pai=-
ings? You sold yourself,” she reflects.

“But | think, | hope, that there is a growing cadre of art===
who would stand behind me in Pakistan. And | know if | wa=

to survive in America, | have to keep pushing on.” ]
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“Knock Knock, Who's There? Mithilia, Mithilia Who?” 1996



