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In Between
. . . Comme chacun de nous était plusieurs, ça faisait déjà beaucoup de monde.
. . . Since each of us was several, there was already quite a crowd.
– gi lles d eleuze & félix guattar i
Mille Plateaux, 1980 / A Thousand Plateaus, 1987
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PA K I STA N N o.1
Exhibition
Ali Azmat: Moorat
23 January – 28 February 2009
Private view
Thursday 22 January

An image has an impact when in everyday
life you experience its peculiar moment of
recognition. You suddenly become aware that
you are seeing the world in the same way you
recently saw it depicted in a painting. It is not
so much that the actual situation reminds you
of the image; it is rather that you sense you have
picked up a new mode of perception – a specific
visual register has been added to your
experience. Through the formulation of his
aesthetic position in painting, Ali Azmat has
made a significant contribution to an emerging
artistic and intellectual discourse that has put
the re-evaluation of the concept of subjectivity
on the agenda. The celebration of subjectivity
in art was conceived as supporting orthodox
beliefs in the authority of artistic authorship.
Consequently the rigorous dismantling of the
subject was set as the main target for art
practice. This critical approach is still justified.
Nevertheless, it left unanswered the question of
how personal experience could be theorised and
articulated.
At stake was the attempt at a new definition
of the ‘self’ that steers clear of those romantic
concepts of authenticity successfully dismantled
by the previous critique. Influenced by the
burgeoning field of culture, the practices of
popular culture – or specifically those of
marginal subcultures – became a focus of
interest in the art discourse. Instead of looking
only at how society shapes the individual, it
seemed productive also to explore how, on the
level of the everyday, personal lifestyles are
organised as modes of resistance in the midst of
a normative capitalist society. ‘Resistance’ here
is not understood as an act of heroic revolt, but
rather as a continuous series of small acts that
together form a pragmatic scheme for inventing
different ways of living by means of improvising
and expropriating elements, products, clothes,
etc. from the mainstream culture and using
them for one’s own purpose.
Ali Azmat’s work both documents and
projects a world populated by individuals who
embody this pragmatic attitude to living an
alternative life. This world is opened up in an
intricate system of interrelated images; images
that at the same time map the social reality of

personal styles, looks and postures – and
propose the concept that independent ways
of living are indeed possible.
Walking down the streets of Lahore,
Azmat has observed a group of cross-dressing
men who walked, uninvited and unannounced,
into weddings. They sang out of tune, hurled
insults at the guests, and were finally paid to
leave. These often castrated, elusive figures,
known as the hijras – ‘neither male nor female’
– are the eunuchs. They exist in thousands in
every major city, are tolerated yet reviled,
thought to bring good luck to newlyweds
and newborns, yet also called extortionists
and criminals.

Two hijras / photograph by Ali Azmat

‘When you meet a human being, the first
distinction you make is “male or female”, and
you are accustomed to making the distinction
with unhesitating certainty.” 1 Thefact that
with eunuchs you do not know with any
certainty what you are being confronted with,
and by extension how you are supposed to
react in such a gender-specific world, is the
seat of the transvestite’s power. He is like the
third sex with all the allure of a woman, but all
the physical strength of a man.
Most of the individuals portrayed by Azmat
in a body of work entitled ‘Moorat’,2 in some
way or the other stand for a way of life that
society considers ‘eccentric’, ‘nonconformist’
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or ‘marginal’. In the long tradition of sociorealist painting, eccentric individuals have been
characterised precisely through their
inability to control their facial expressions.
In this tradition the controlled face stands for
the presumed authenticity of the ‘freak’,
turning authenticity into a stigma. It is this
disempowering effect that Azmat’s paintings
capture. They show people who are in charge
of how they live and how they look. Thereby
they stress the fact that the attempt to live an
alternative lifestyle is not a fanciful hazard but
a realistic possibility. Azmat’s images testify to
a symbolism of the everyday. There is no need
to evoke pathos to describe emotions that they
suggest; the affective significance is right there
on the surface of things.

A hijra dancing / photograph by Ali Azmat

These works accentuate how the concept
of individualism that Azmat proposes is tied
up with an understanding, or rather a vision,
of a community of ‘free’ individuals. In the
counterculture that he documents and projects,
the link between the individual and the social
is established, not through a manifesto or
contract, but through a shared experience.
To characterise this phenomenon, cultural
theorist Paul Willis has coined the term
‘sensuous community’: a temporary and
informal alliance of individuals formed through
a confluence of personal energies, desires,
interests, sexual or sartorial preferences. On
the other hand, the equation ascribes a serious
political and spiritual significance to the
alliances formed in popular culture: these
communities matter; they make a difference.
They are social platforms that people use to live
out their desires, hopes and fears in public.
The idea that the subject of the painting
prepares itself for the painter becomes
strikingly plausible in regard to Azmat’s
portraits. The people he portrays, when faced
by the artist, turn out to be natural-born
performers; they produce a wide spectrum of
different poses in anticipation of the moment
when their painting will be made. In this
context, the reduction of means and effects that
characterises Azmat’s aesthetic can again be
understood as a deliberate gesture.
How does the character of an image change
when it is painted? For Azmat working with
the dynamics of realism means exploring the
possibilities of variation and transmutation.
His personal system gives a subliminal
steadiness to the rhythm of the otherwise
abundantly heterogeneous environment.
Basically, there seem to be two different
dynamics in the work of Azmat. On the one
hand there is the dynamic in which he portrays
his world in terms of differentiation and
diversification, capturing details, focusing on
people and describing situations. On the other
hand, a constant process of selection and
condensation takes place. Thus the visual realm

that Azmat presents in his work simultaneously
forms a coherent whole and is fragmented into
a myriad of specific pictures. It is a world that
is both highly personal and is opened up by
accessible images that allow people to connect
with it.
Few light effects, theatrical shadows or
dramatic chiaroscuro paint a psychological
message on the faces of these eunuchs. In all
cases the upfront assertion of self-identity
reveals an unshakeable spirit: ‘This is how I live.
This is how I look.’
Azmat dialectically unites the opposites
that inform his art. The surface, made up of
tessarae of experience hides an amorphous
expressionistic depth that often erupts
explosively through and fuses with the surface.
Underlying his elegant Baroque exterior is
raw, churning chaos. It is the chaos of the
unthinkable original agony that Azmat’s
portraits reenact in a repetitive compulsion
that defends against the chaos even as it reveals
it, and sublimates it into ecstatic Baroque
aesthetics.
Azmat’s keenness to probe the surface of
appearances and the superficiality of identity
imply the artist’s reassessment of the notion
of the ‘self ’ and ‘other’ as separate entities.
Instead, he suggests that they are one, which
further implies that it would be an absolute
travesty to presume that identity could still be
read through a simple ‘them’ and ‘us’ rhetoric.
His redefinition of identity is something of a
painful devolution of the person. Precisely for
that reason Azmat’s intention has been to take
the shame out of the presentation of pain. He
then compounds the ambiguous status of the
‘victim’ and, in a neutral manner, disperses it
among such things that constitute his
performances.
But revolving inside the allegorical account
is a witness who reveals in tiny glimpses of
speech and tone and body a personal tragedy.
He delivers his fully sensuous body to the cause,
making himself a site of mutilation; he draws
an echo from his body; he enters the elusive
condition of iconic isolation. He becomes
a numinous presence: He wears a synthetic
evening dress that heightens the full colour
of his dark skin. His hair is cropped short; he
wears dark red lipstick. His arms are crossed
over his breasts; there is a tear in his eye and
his chilled, bare skin is raised in goose pimples.
He radiates an air of calm, self-confidence
without conceit. The symmetry in the exchange
of gazes establishes symmetry of power.
Apart from the beauty of these images,
they are charged with sexual connotations.
The white of the underwear flattens the
ominous bulge, invoking the erotic presence
of an absent body. Can the fabric seams
contracting a bee around dried sperm stains
on underwear left on the wash line constitute
an image?
In one of the paintings, in front of the figure
looms the thin trunk of a cactus, its few long
green leaves hanging above the figure like a
baldachin. The image is beautiful in its gentle
way of portraying a person – and a body – as
special. There is a striking similarity between
many of Azmat’s portraits: the peculiar
impassivity of his models. A similar twist can
be found in Azmat’s still lifes: here fruit and
flowers freely fall into place to result in
beautiful compositions.
In a casual manner, Azmat integrates
classical motifs like drapery, and genres such
as still life into his work. His approach differs
widely from the method of quoting genre
stereotypes. Instead, he playfully inverts the

very idea of genre. He treats genre not as a
mode of representation but as a ready-made,
as a form in which reality chooses to present
itself. In this sense a basic proposition that
Azmat makes in his work is that the difference
between reality and its image is blurred.
Azmat reveals the latent beauty of that
which is peripheral, whose significance escapes
the norms of high culture. His readiness to
recognise a mode of self-knowledge in the fluid
identity of the adolescent, vacillating between
received images of right pose and a unique
sense of self, has found expression in his
sensitive portrayal of androgyny.
Two assumptions underpin Ali Azmat’s
attitude to portraiture, distinguishing it morally
and visually from the tradition of the genre.
First, that portraiture requires complicity with
the subject, and secondly, that it is about the
exchange of gifts – the moment, the consent,
and the future path of the art object. His status
as a great painter of our times is built on
this modest foundation. Moreover, the
inseparability of Azmat’s life and art mark
him as an important witness to a generation
that has undergone a social withdrawal from
the establishment. These hijras from various
backgrounds turned away from social values
(seen as both saccharine and arrogant) and
adopted a position of permanent marginality.
Azmat has no peers in inventing for himself
an aesthetic that favours indeterminate gender,
informed visually by a sense of culture, glamour
and innuendo, and has some of the bittersweet
sense of permanent rebellion that was the legacy
of Oscar Wilde. The bravado of these eunuchs
in ignoring the barriers of conformity and
family is visible in their cocktail dresses, and
head-turned-over-the-shoulders poses. Our eye
catches the lipstick, the flowered cloth of the
sundress, and the melancholy behind the façade.
In a way that is difficult to define – something
that comes from the shiver and sympathy in
their expressions – the portraits foretell the
perilous consequences of defiance.
A peculiarly South Asian way of both
examining and eulogising experience through
a number of telling moments in close proximity
can be exhausting. However, the subjects’ naked
feelings are moderated by an almost Oriental
delicacy. This appears literally and visually in
the lustrous skin, and metaphorically in the
wasted time of the pleasure houses. Treating his
audience as individuals, holding their needs and
empathy close to his own, remaining exposed to
disappointment and betrayal as well as rescue,
Azmat suggests the power of human bonds that
lies beneath the weakening crust of capitalism.
If there were a metaphor for this suite of
paintings, it would be a terrific and terrifying
river, with tributaries and whirlpools, alarming
waterfalls, beautiful rare species of fish, and the
marvelous sense of swimming in a liquid that
makes the thin tremble. Where air and light
seem limitless, one senses a desire for emptiness
bound to love, a hope that something grander
emerges when the threads of reputations,
obligations and guilt are gently unfastened.
1. Sigmund Freud, Femininity
2. The nomenclature ‘moorat’ (the masculine of moorti)
does not exist in the Sanskrit lexicon, and has been coined
as an appellation by the eunuch community.
Facing page:
MOORAT 22
2008
acrylic on canvas
66 x 45 cm | 26 x 17 ∑ in
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MOORAT 7

MOORAT 1

2008

2008

2008

acrylic on canvas

acrylic on canvas

acrylic on canvas

25.5 x 35.5 cm | 10 x 14 in

37.5 x 37.5 cm | 14 ∑ x 14 ∑ in

55.5 x 40 cm | 22 x 15 ∑ in

MOORAT 6

MOORAT 8

2008

2008

acrylic on canvas

acrylic on canvas

37.5 x 37.5 cm | 14 ∑ x 14 ∑ in

40.5 x 40.5 cm | 16 x 16 in

MOORAT 9
2008
acrylic on canvas
55,5 x 32.5 cm | 21 ∑ x 12 ∑ in
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MOORAT 18

MOORAT 3

MOORAT 5

2008

2008

2008

oil on canvas

acrylic on canvas

acrylic on canvas

75.5 x 45 cm | 29 ∑ x 17 ∑ in

50.5 x 50.5 cm | 20 x 20 in

50.5 x 50.5 cm | 20 x 20 in

M O O R A T 11
2008
acrylic on canvas
25.5 x 35 cm | 10 x 13 ∑ in

MOORAT 19
2008
acrylic on canvas
35.5 x 25 cm | 14 x 9 ∑ in

MOORAT 17
2008
acrylic on canvas
65.5 x 45 cm | 25 ∑ x 17 ∑ in
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MOORAT 2

MOORAT 13

MOORAT 16

2008

2008

2008

acrylic on canvas

acrylic on canvas

acrylic on canvas

55.5 x 33 cm | 22 x 13 in

55.5 x 40 cm | 22 x 15 ∑ in

40.5 x 51 cm | 16 x 20 in

MOORAT 21
2008
acrylic on canvas

MOORAT 4

35.5 x 25.5 cm | 14 x 10 in

2008
acrylic on canvas
50.5 x 50.5 cm | 20 x 20 in

MOORAT 25
2008
acrylic on canvas
76 x 45 cm | 30 x 17 ∑ in
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MOORAT 12

MOORAT 10

2008

2008

acrylic on canvas

acrylic on canvas

50.5 x 37.5 cm | 20 x 14 ∑ in

45 x 75.5 cm | 17 ∑ x 29 ∑ in

MOORAT 2 4

MOORAT 2 0

2008

2008

acrylic on canvas

acrylic on canvas

50.5 x 50.5 cm | 20 x 20 in

50.5 x 61 cm | 20 x 24 in
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Ali Azmat

Artist Statement

Born 1973 in Multan, Pakistan
Education
1998 Master in Fine Arts (Gold Medal), Department of
Fine Arts, University of the Punjab, Lahore
1997 Bachelor in Fine Arts, Department of Fine Arts,
University of the Punjab, Lahore
1994 2-Year Diploma in Drawing and Painting, Alhamra
Academy of Performing Arts, Lahore
Solo Exhibitions
2007 this is not untitled, Canvas Gallery,
Karachi
2005 Ali Azmat: Paintings and Drawings, Canvas Gallery,
Karachi
2003 Melancholy series, Canvas Gallery, Karachi
Preview, Studio A, Lahore
1999 Ali Azmat: Drawings, Alhamra Art Gallery, Lahore

MOORAT 14
2008
acrylic on canvas
25 x 20 cm | 9 ≈ x 7 ≈ in

Group Exhibitions
2008 Ocean Art Galleries, Karachi
Colors of Paradise: Contemporary Art from Pakistan,
Muscat
2007 Lahore Art Scene, Art Scene Galleries, Karachi
Group show, National Art Gallery, Islamabad
2006 15 Artists, Clifton Gallery, Karachi
Beyond the veil: Art from Pakistan, Alliance Française,
Singapore
Euphonic Palate, organized by Nitanjali Art Gallery Delhi,
ITC Sheraton, Mumbai and French Center, Delhi
Body Beyond the Nude, Amin Gulgee Gallery, Karachi
Calligraphy, Amin Gulgee Art Gallery, Karachi
Transcending Borders, ITC Maurya Sheraton & Towers,
Delhi
2005 Contemporary Art from Pakistan, Clifton Gallery,
Karachi
Paintings by 25 Senior Artists, Clifton Gallery, Karachi
2004 Image of Pakistan, World Bank, Islamabad
2003 Spirit of Asia, International interchange
of Mok Wod Hoe Art Association, Korea
Group show, Kunj Art Gallery, Karachi
2002 3 Artists, Tariq Jay Art Gallery, Karachi
Takhtee, painting show, held by Zahoor-ul-Akhlaq Trust,
Sadaquain Art Gallery, Karachi
2001 Expression 2k, Jehlum, Pakistan
Canvas Gallery, Karachi
2000 Ejaz Galleries, Lahore
Millennium show, Ejaz Galleries,
Lahore
1999 Thesis Show, Anna Molka Art Gallery, Lahore
5-Man show, Alhamra Art Gallery, Lahore
1994 to date:
Participated in all Punjab Artists Association and Young
Artists Association exhibitions
Awards
2003 National Excellence Award, 8th National
Exhibition of Visual Arts, organized by Pakistan National
Council of Arts, Alhamra Art Gallery, Lahore
2001 Civil Services Academy award, Lahore
Prize in painting, organized by Directorate General of
Social Welfare, Women’s Development, Government of the
Punjab, Lahore
2000 Master in Fine Arts Gold Medal,
University of the Punjab, Lahore
1999 Award of Honour, 14th Annual Punjab
Artist Association exhibition, Alhamra Gallery, Lahore
1997 2nd prize, Annual Alhamra Painting Competition,
organized by Lahore Arts Council, Lahore
1996 3rd prize in painting composition, The Jung daily, Lahore

MOORAT 23
2008
acrylic on canvas

1999 to date:
Visiting Lecturer in Painting, College of
Art & Design, University of the Punjab,
Lahore

To express reactions to life through the
medium of paint is to integrate art and life.
The human form – my major source of
inspiration – dominates my paintings.
To emphasize the isolation of the model,
I use space. The most important aspect of
my work is the rhythmic arrangement of
the figure.
Recently I have been interested in plants
which have aspects resembling human features –
eyes, nose, ears etc. Although aware of the
differences, I have found strange similarities in
the colour and texture of their skin; the cactus
is one example.
A further challenge for me as a painter
has been to capture both male and female
characteristics in one person. I have painted
the types of moorat who display themselves every
day on the streets of the city – with their womanly
attitudes, their daily shaving, their spending
more on make-up than on food. They have to
look as ‘beautiful’ as possible: their face is their
fortune, their chief marketing tool. They dress
in ill-fitting but colourful outfits in a grotesque
parody of femininity. They roam the busy market
places in groups, hustling for ten or a hundred
rupees.
Moorats earn their living by presenting
themselves in various roles: sometimes as dancers
available to perform at social functions, at other
times as prostitutes, or sometimes as beggars.
These are not the sort of beggars normally
encountered on the street: shouting expletives in
a masculine voice, their palms meeting crossways
in a trademark clap, they prey on susceptible
passers-by, who part with their cash sooner than
be treated to the sight of the group lifting up their
dresses and flashing castrated genital areas in
their faces.
One thing is certain: whatever they do, they
get insulted, degraded and cursed by society.
They go through all this with determination and
carelessness. Yet they are considered ‘alien’.
Eunuchs, or hijras as they are called, have
become something to be feared. Nobody wants to
be accosted by one of them, to be nudged by their
elbows, stroked on the cheek, taunted, cursed and
flashed at. Far from their home and real parents,
these aliens have accepted this bitter reality of life
as their fate. I have tried to grasp the true moorat
on canvas. This series of works is an attempt to
discover, behind the cheap rouge, kajal, powder
and lipstick, their real face and true feelings.
In my paintings, those unspoken words that
are not to be uttered are very keenly felt.

Ali Azmat

25 x 20 cm | 9 ∑ x 7 ≈ in

in association with
Clemy Sheffield

